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Chapter One
“The  teacher’s  position  may  indeed  be  more  vulnerable  than  the  
disproportionate authority assigned to it would lead one to believe. As  
one researcher put it: ‘Regardless of what may be written into state  
law  or  school  board  regulations,  the  actual  exercise  of  teacher  
authority is an uncertain, precarious enterprise’” (Wegmann, 1976:77; 
c.f. Boocock, 1980:153).
“The  teacher-pupil  relationship  is  a  form  of  institutionalized 
dominance and subordination. Teacher and pupil confront each other  
in the school with an original conflict of desires, and however much it  
may be hidden, it still remains” (Waller, 1932:195; c.f. Reid, 1978:39-
40).
“Every day’s living constitutes a series of projects in which we either  
accept the arrangements that await us, or attempt to manipulate them,  
so that they will be more amenable, more compatible with the view that  
we hold of ourselves” (Cohen and Taylor, 1993: 31).
The above statements succinctly articulate the themes of this thesis. In examining the 
coping strategies of teachers, I aim to address one of the central educational issues 
which  had  failed  to  attract  adequate  interest  from local  scholars.  This  lack  was 
perceptively pointed out  by Grace  who remarked that  although “(t)he  school  is  a 
social system and in that system teachers are significant actors – yet it is remarkable 
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what little attention is given to this fact…teachers have been virtually ignored” (1972: 
ix).  In fact, within the field of education in Singapore, scant studies are focused upon 
teachers and upon a close scrutiny of the local literature, there appears to be a dearth 
of studies relating to a significant aspect of the teacher’s life, which is their the coping 
strategies. 
The  attention  given  to  this  issue  is  relatively sparse,  especially  when  taking  into 
consideration the pervasiveness of such an issue. Thus far there have only been a few 
relevant researches that relate remotely to the coping strategies of teachers such as a 
study of ‘teacher’s perception of the state of discipline in Singapore schools’ (1985) 
spearheaded by the Singapore Teachers’ Union; Ho’s work on the job satisfaction of 
teachers (1985); Hing’s study of teachers ‘as an archetypal representation of middle 
class  Singaporeans’ (2001:  226)  as  well  as  Soh’s  research  on  teachers’ attitude 
towards responsibility and teachers’ locus of control (1990). Indeed, among all, Soh’s 
research has the greatest relevance because it tries to examine the correlation between 
the teachers’ attitudes towards responsibility and the teachers’ performance (1990: 3) 
via  the  use  of  conceptual  tools  such  as  “personal  responsibility  for  student 
performance and behaviour” as well as the teachers’ “locus of control” (1990: 2). As 
we shall see shortly, these issues formed the foundation of this research, and they will 
be re-analysed from a different angle.    
At this juncture, it would be necessary to point out the rationale for the selection of 
such a topic. Interestingly, what fuels the interest of this particular subject had been 
Toh-Tan’s comments on “why some dedicated teachers call it a day” (Straits Times 
Forum,  17/03/2005).  This  single  display  of  discontent  eventually  led  to  the 
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development of a discourse concerning the teachers’ plight in Singapore, which even 
attracted the attention of the Ministry of Education and elicited their engagement. 
Other than publishing a formal correspondence which emphasized that the Ministry is 
“committed to improving teacher welfare” (Straits Times, 09/04/2005), the Ministry 
of Education subsequently proposed several policies ranging from having “teacher 
assistants” in schools (Straits Times, 21/03/2005); enforcing a mandatory four-week 
stint  in  schools  upon  potential  teachers  (Straits  Times,  13/04/2005);  to  the 
“outsourcing of school discipline” (Straits Times, 15/04/2005).  In addition, several 
articles appeared in relation to teaching, such as Ng’s article on “building young lives 
in  the  classroom”  (Straits  Times,  25/04/05)  and  Davie’s  report  on  professionals 
switching to teaching as the latter provided greater job satisfaction (Straits Times, 
06/05/2005). Upon close examination, it is evident that the various proposed policies 
point to one of the embedded elements within the discourse – the notion of teachers’ 
coping  strategies.  Indeed,  this  notion  is  ultimately  articulated  in  the  claim  that 
teachers tend to resign due to the “inability to cope with the workload and stress” 
(Straits Times, 13/04/2005: P4). 
Therefore, given the degree and extent of repercussion, it is evident that such a topic 
warrants a systematic, sociological study that stems from the sociology of education. 
The assertion of a sociological approach delineates this research from others such as 
Fontana’s  (1996)  study of  the  management  of  classroom behaviour;  Freiberg  and 
Driscoll’s  research on classroom management  (1996: 139)  and Carbines’ work on 
“classroom management revisited” (1989:49) which use a psychological approach in 
analysing  the  interactions  between  teachers  and  students  in  the  classroom.  For 
instance,  Carbines  outlines  a  “common-sense”  approach  towards  classroom 
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management  whereby  he  compiled  a  “checklist  for  your  own performance  in 
classroom management  techniques”  (1989:52)  that  is  totally  teacher-oriented,  and 
ignores the students’ ability to resist and even retaliate by reinterpreting the teachers’ 
intentions. Furthermore, the notion of “common-sense” is not given due consideration 
simply because the context has been conveniently ignored. There appears to be an 
implicit assumption of the universal nature of “common-sense”, which is problematic 
when one compares the meaning of “common-sense” in different settings. Moreover, 
the  covert  nature  of  “common-sense”  –  especially  in  terms of  being  unwritten  – 
makes  it  even  more  reflexive  and  involves  a  substantial  amount  of  personal  and 
contextual interpretation. 
In  other  words,  although the tactics  which were conceptualised by Carbines were 
meant to be easily understood and applied by appealing to the mundane and taken-for-
granted  notion of  “classroom management”,  it  ironically  turns  out  to  be  a  highly 
complex – if not confounding – feat. For the latter portion, an apt illustration would 
be  an  advice  that  he  addressed  to  teachers  –  “to  explain  the  purpose  of  learning 
activities so that students perceive relevance” (1989:52) – which ignores the fact that 
students can concoct their own explanations to challenge the teacher’s stance, or even 
distort  the  teacher’s  explanation  as  a  form of  resistance.  Indeed,  sometimes  it  is 
difficult to reason rationally with students simply because their logic and assessment 
of  the  situation  might  not  concur  with  the  one  held  by  the  teacher.  Under  such 
circumstances, it would appear that the basis of the teachers’ reasoning reflects their 
own individual interpretation of the situation and not so much the one of the students. 
As Wilkinson noted, 
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“Insofar as the majority of research is informed by the traditions of 
psychoanalytic ego psychology, an emphasis tends to be placed upon 
the extent to which coping is a product of our  individual modes of 
cognition and emotional processing abilities.” (2001: 69)
Moreover, it is evident that these works do not question the fundamental conception 
of what a ‘teacher’ is, as well as the contextual constraints which differentiate this 
category from others. For this particular research, I propose to start the inquiry from 
the  fundamentals  and  to  examine  the  meanings  of  the  concept  “teacher”.  This  is 
significant simply because teaching is very different from many other service-oriented 
professions  in  the  sense  that  teachers  have  to  delineate  what  is  desirable  for  the 
students, and then get the student to acknowledge and pursue the legitimate goals. 
Teachers  do  not  merely  impose  knowledge  on  students,  since  the  acquisition  of 
knowledge is an interactive, two-way process whereby the will of the students plays a 
decisive factor. Hence, the argument of adopting a sociological approach is to gain 
greater insights into the classroom dynamics,  and to shift the focus from personal 
inadequacies to how the involved individuals make sense and eventually assume the 
conflicting  and  ill-defined  role  of  “teacher”.  Essentially,  we  shall  examine  how 
teachers themselves perceive the constraints and respond to it in the most appropriate 
manner.
In this particular thesis, we shall attempt to document the perspectives of teachers 
who are still  surviving within the system, and to understand how they manage to 
sustain  themselves  despite  the  difficulties  they  might  face.  Indeed,  the  central 
question of  this  thesis is  on how teachers cope with their  teaching duties,  and to 
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document “the strategies which individuals employ to conform, to succeed or just to 
‘get by’” (Reid, 1978: 107). In other words, we are not only interested in how teachers 
work with the systems they are in, but how they “work the system” (Goffman, 1961; 
Berger, 1963) they are in. The focus is twofold – the first objective will be to shed 
light upon the “stresses” that teachers are facing, especially in terms of their direct 
dealings with the students; and the subsequent goal is to document the development of 
the teachers’ coping strategies. In the final chapter I shall offer a plausible account for 
the persistent existence of these strategies. However before we proceed on, it would 
be  necessary  to  present  the  relevant  literature  review as  well  as  to  offer  various 
interpretations  of  coping  strategies  from  the  functionalist,  conflict  and  symbolic 
interactionist perspectives.
Coping  strategies:  The  functionalist,  conflict  and  symbolic  interactions 
perspectives
In  this  section,  we  shall  examine  the  phenomenon  of  coping  strategies  from the 
various sociological perspectives. The main aim is to present a general picture of the 
phenomenon,  and  subsequently  zoom  in  on  the  relevant  literature  review  which 
focuses upon the relevance of the conflict and symbolic interaction perspectives in 
explaining coping strategies. First and foremost it is imperative that we recognize the 
inherent  tension  between  teachers  as  individuals  and  the  structure  of  the  school. 
Indeed, the main concern of the functionalist perspective is the maintenance of social 
order. Therefore, the phenomenon of coping strategies is merely a means to bridge the 
gap between the individual and society.  
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From the  conflict  perspective,  the  focus  will  be  upon the  unequal  distribution  of 
power and authority between teachers and students. The implicit assumption is that 
there will be students who oppose the teachers and attempt to challenge, contest and 
undermine  the  teachers’  authority.  This  perspective  allows  us  to  view  coping 
strategies as a means to secure power over students and so as to ensure that they will 
follow the  teachers’ orders  as  much as  possible.  Lastly,  the  symbolic  interactions 
perspective focuses on the everyday life of the teachers and seeks to understand how 
they attach certain meanings to the work they do. This perspective perceives coping 
strategies as a process of infusing alternative meanings to the work those teachers are 
doing.
More  importantly,  the  aim of  this  piece  is  to  analyse  the  phenomenon  of  coping 
strategies by using the underlying framework of “the micro-politics of the school” 
(Ball,  1987),  which  seeks  to  examine  “those  strategies  by  which  individuals  and 
groups in organizational contexts seek to use their resources of power and influence to 
further  their  interests”  (Hoyle,  1982:88).  Indeed, for  this  paper,  I  argue  that  the 
teachers’ “resources of authority and influence” are highly limited, and one aspect of 
my research is to examine the ways in which teachers increase their authority and 
influences  through  other  means,  and  I  propose  that  it  is  “about  relationships not 
positions,  knowledge rather  than  information,  skills rather  than  roles”  (Ball, 
1989:232), and that “power is taken to be an outcome” (Ball, 1987:25). To elaborate 
further, teachers’ power is confined in the sense that they are ascribed formal power 
and  authority,  but  the  functions  which  they  are  required  to  carry  out  demand  a 
substantial  amount  of  informal  authority.  For  instance,  teachers  might  have  the 
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authority  to  partially  plan  the  syllabus,  but  they  cannot  coerce  the  students  to 
assimilate all the knowledge. 
Moreover,  this particular framework comprises a constellation of concepts such as 
‘power, goal diversity, ideological disputation, conflict, interests, political activity and 
control’ (Ball, 1987: 8). In addition, I aim to incorporate Hargreaves’s conception of 
‘coping strategy’ (1978: 96; c.f. Blackledge and Hunt, 1985:285) where he recognized 
that  ‘teachers are creative but within the limits of the constraints they experience’ 
(Blackledge and Hunt, 1985:285). In sum, I attempt to put forth the argument that 
teachers require more power than what is formally bestowed upon them to fulfill the 
demands that are made upon them in the current system. The expansion of their power 
is eventually derived by the various kinds of strategies that they can conceive within 
the limitations of the system. For instance, rather than expecting students to obey 
instructions,  teachers  have  to  acquire  their  students’  co-operation  through 
‘compromises,  negotiations  and  trade-offs,  as  well  as…underhand  dealing’ (Ball, 
1987:26), which we shall discuss in details in the subsequent chapters. Furthermore, 
this  particular  study  is  informed  by  three  other  objectives  –  to  understand  what 
teachers are, why they need to cope and what sort of coping strategies they resort to. 
Essentially, the central theme of this thesis is to uncover and address any anomaly of 
the teachers’ power in relation to the students.  
As  Waller  (1932)  noted,  ‘the  teacher’s  effectiveness  is  dependant  upon  being 
recognized as an authority figure’ (c.f. Hoyle, 1969:43) and therefore the notions of 
power and authority are intrinsic to this piece. The interesting point to note is the 
notion of ‘being recognized’, which indicates that teachers have to acquire a certain 
12
Resisting Resistance: The Coping Strategies of Teachers
degree  of  acknowledgement  and  acceptance  from the  students.  In  addition  to  the 
central question, another aspect which we shall eventually address is the assumption 
that the ‘actual exercise of teacher authority is an uncertain, precarious enterprise’. In 
other words, why should the exercise of teacher authority be vague and unstable in 
nature?  In  the  event  that  it  should  be  so,  then  how  does  the  teacher  grasp  and 
subsequently reacts appropriately to it? Specifically, we are interested in examining 
the nature of the coping strategies, and to understand whether the nature of the coping 
strategies concurs and is similarly chaotic in nature. However, before we delve deeper, 
there are  several  implicit  issues  which must  be duly addressed so as  to  attain  an 
accurate picture of the phenomenon. These are inclusive of questioning some of the 
basic  assumptions  such  as  the  notion  of  a  ‘teacher’,  the  development  of  such  a 
category  as  well  as  why teachers  need  to  cope,  which  we  shall  examine  in  the 
following sections. 
Literature Review: The Genealogy of Coping Strategies
Within the field of education, much emphasis has been placed upon students rather 
than teachers. Besides the limited amount of research, this lack of focus upon teachers 
is evident from the fact that much attention is directed to discovering the effects of 
schooling  upon the  most  direct  recipients  –  the  students,  and ignore  the  possible 
effects that schooling might exert upon the teachers themselves. Indeed, an excellent 
example would be Willis’ (1977) classic study of the “Hammertown” boys whereby 
he traces how schooling eventually contributes to the development of the students’ 
‘tacit  resistance’.  Another  apt  example  would  be  the  fact  that  Ballantine  sees  the 
students as ‘the core of the school’ (2001: 186) and devoted an entire chapter in her 
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book examining the students, while teachers were hardly mentioned except for a short 
section  in  another  chapter.  Interestingly,  although  Ballantine  recognized  that  ‘the 
teacher is the one with whom we (the students) have the most contact, and his or her 
classroom is where we lay ourselves open for scrutiny, praise and criticism’ (2001: 
170), it appears that the importance of teachers does not seem to generate an equal 
sense of interest.
Indeed, one source of inspiration for this particular research topic is the aim to address 
this anomaly and to shed light upon teachers. This is underscore by the fact that while 
Ballantine endeavors to examine the ‘student coping strategies’ (2001: 210) by using 
Merton’s (1957) typology of ‘conformity’, ‘retreatism’, ‘ambivalence’ and ‘rejection 
with  replacement’,  there  was  no  parallel  analysis  being  done  for  the  teachers.  It 
appears that students who ‘play the system’ are given more attention to teachers who 
do likewise and this sentiment is echoed by Lortie who noted that ‘although books 
and articles  instructing teachers  on how they should behave are legion,  empirical 
studies of teaching work – and the outlook of those who staff the schools – remain 
rare’ (1975: vii).  More importantly,  Liew pointed out  that  there is  ‘much more to 
teaching  than  meets  the  eye’  (Straits  Times,  01/09/2006)  and  thus  these  two 
perspectives combine to create a discursive space pertaining to the ‘teacher coping 
strategies’ which focuses on certain demands of ‘teaching work’ and inspires me to 
attempt an empirical  documentation of those who strive to survive them. In sum, 
“central  to  this  theme of survival  is  the way teachers,  like pupils,  manipulate  the 
structure through ‘coping’ strategies’ (Ball, 1987: 113).
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In fact, what makes the teacher’s coping strategies as fascinating as the students’ and 
well-worth a sociological investigation is the fact that although ‘teachers have power, 
but getting students to do what is desired takes strategies other than the direct use of 
power’ (Woods,  1980;  c.f.  Ballantine,  2001:  211).  More  interestingly,  rather  than 
focusing exclusively upon the students’ resistance – which is briefly mentioned by 
Calhoun (1997) and is reflected in Willis’ conception of ‘tacit resistance’ (1977) – I 
attempt to document the teachers’ reaction in resisting the resistance. Indeed, as one 
of my interviewees remarked
“That’s the thing about a teacher also lah – you can develop a person 
lah but first of all the person must be willing to listen to you first…so 
that’s the challenge of (being) a teacher.”
Thus, I hope to shed greater light upon the ‘teaching work’ that teachers have to do, as 
well  as contribute to  a comprehensive understanding of  the exchanges that  go on 
between students and teachers.
With regards to the topic of ‘coping strategies’, it has often been phrased in terms of 
the  psychological  demands  that  employees  face  in  their  work  life.  For  instance, 
coping  strategies  are  usually  considered  in  relation  to  the  notion  of  ‘stress’ and 
‘burnout’,  and  one  of  the  main  interests  in  understanding  the  patterns  of  coping 
strategies is to be able to gain insights that would have practical uses in promoting 
greater  efficiency  among  employees  via  the  reductions  of  strains  and  stress.  By 
applying this line of thought in the context of teaching, there had been a few local 
studies  that  sought  to  practice  pragmatism  by  studying  the  coping  strategies  of 
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teachers in order to suggest practical solutions. Some instances of such studies include 
Khoo’s inquiry on the stress coping strategies of secondary teachers (1990); Soh’s 
study of teachers’ locus of control, measurement of teacher attitudes and dogmatism 
as well as Tan’s documentation of coping strategies adopted by Singapore teachers 
(1982, 1985). Indeed, among all the listed researches, Khoo’s study has the greatest 
relevance  to  this  paper  due  to  the  fact  that  her  study endeavors  to  examine  ‘the 
various coping strategies adopted by teachers in Singapore secondary schools and 
how these vary under different conditions and settings (1990: 3).’
Despite the similarity, one significant difference between this study and Khoo’s is that 
the latter attempts to document all the possible coping strategies of teachers at the 
various levels and to develop a descriptive taxonomy for the coping strategies. This is 
reflected in the central theme of her analysis which is the classification of the coping 
strategies  into  four  main  groups  –  positive  ‘confrontation’  strategies;  negative 
‘confrontation’ strategies;  positive  ‘adaptation’ strategies  and negative  ‘adaptation’ 
strategies. Indeed, this study is more focused upon the coping strategies that teachers 
themselves developed in relation to their daily dealings with students. Moreover, this 
study  aims  to  provide  a  critical  re-interpretation  of  the  various  descriptions  of 
phenomenon  that  teachers  relate  in  the  interviews,  and  attempts  to  trace  how 
individuals develop their own coping strategies in relation to the particular situational 
relationships they experience while teaching. In other words, this study is interested in 
how teachers cope with their students, rather than just how teachers cope in general 
with their job.
16
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To reiterate, the main focus of this chapter is the teacher-student relationship, and how 
teachers  themselves  develop  coping  strategies  which  enable  them to  manage  the 
difficulties that are embedded in their relations with students. The central theme about 
this research is to examine the ‘taken-for-granted’ notion of the relationship between 
teachers and students, and to investigate the kind of effort that goes into maintaining 
the teacher-student bond. As Lortie observed, “(i)t is the role obligation of the teacher 
to forge bonds which will not merely ensure compliance but it  is hoped, generate 
effort and interest in ‘learning jobs’” (1975: 137). The assumption here is that since it 
is this particular feature (i.e. dealing with the students) that differentiates their work 
from other  vocation,  the  focus  upon  the  teacher-student  relation  roots  this  study 
within the sociology of education rather than the sociology of work.
Indeed, after explicating the outline of the genealogy of coping strategies, it would be 
appropriate for me to define the particular conception of ‘coping strategies’ which 
would be used in this essay. An important feature of coping strategies that has to be 
asserted is  that  it  is  always situational  and it  is  a  process – not  just  an outcome. 
Lazarus and Folkman (1985) conceptualized coping as ‘the process through which the 
individual  manages  the  demands  of  the  person-environment  relationship  that  are 
appraised as stressful and the emotions they generate’. At this juncture, it would be 
necessary to point out that there are actually two kinds of coping. The first type is the 
‘problem-focused’ coping which ‘consists of efforts to alter the actual relationship, as 
when we seek information about what needs to be done and change either our own 
behaviour  or  take  action  on  the  environment’ (Lazarus,  1996:  7).  For  example, 
teachers who perceive that the students are not being attentive in class might modify 
their lessons by incorporating some novel and interesting features so as to draw the 
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students’ attention. The second type is the ‘emotion-focused’ coping, which ‘consists 
of efforts to regulate the emotional distress caused by harm or threat’ (Lazarus, 1996: 
7)  and  is  characterized  by the  re-interpretation  of  the  situations.  An apt  example 
would be when teachers feel that they have done whatever they can and hence there is 
no room for improvement. Thus they would just have to become ‘numb’ and simply 
distance  themselves  from the  situation,  or  they  could  choose  to  adopt  a  positive 
outlook and hope for a better outcome. 
However, a more specific definition is proposed by Snyder and Pulvers in which they 
asserted that ‘coping reflects thinking, feeling, or acting so as to preserve a satisfied 
psychological state when it is threatened’ (2001: 4). Indeed, this conceptualization of 
coping points to three areas of response – the thinking, feeling and acting – which 
enables a more systematic analysis of the coping strategies. For this particular essay, I 
shall attempt to synthesize the two perspectives on coping – namely the archetypes of 
coping  (i.e.  ‘problem-focused’  and  ‘emotion-focused’)  and  the  three  areas  of 
responses  (i.e.  thinking,  feeling  and  acting)  –  so  as  to  derive  a  definition  which 
incorporates  the  essences  of  both.  I  perceive  coping strategies  to  be the thinking, 
feeling and actions that teachers develop in relation to the problems and emotions 
which they experience in the process of achieving the ideal goals they are required to 
realize with their students – regardless of whether they do actually realize the goals or 
not. In fact, this research is more focused upon the latter whereby teachers perceive 
themselves to have been unable to achieve the desired outcome and simply have to 
settle for ‘something less’ or ‘the next best alternative’. The interesting question is 
how they manage to come to terms with the disparity and carry on in their teaching 
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careers.  In  other  words,  the  coping  strategies  would  be  a  means  for  teachers  to 
mediate the gap between what is achieved and what should be achieved. 
In sum, this chapter serves to outline the contextual issues that underline this research 
topic and to root it within the wider social context. In addition, I shall be highlighting 
the  gist  of  the  various  chapters.  Following  this  introductory chapter,  we  shall  be 
turning our focus on the methodological issues in the second chapter, whereby a clear 
and concise documentation of the extensive research methodology will be presented 
to  the  readers  so  as  to  enable  them  to  gain  a  greater  appreciation  of  both  the 
limitations as well as the possibilities of the interpretations that are offered to them. 
More importantly, a meticulous assessment of the research methodology might inspire 
the readers themselves to generate competing explanations which might be equally 
compelling or even better. Indeed, this paper seeks to promote a greater interaction 
between those people whom it professes to speak of and those it speaks to. The third 
and the fourth chapters will be devoted to a detail discussion of the analysis using the 
various conceptual frameworks that had been briefly elucidated in the introductory 
chapter. Subsequently, the discussion of this research will draw to an end with the 
presentation of a comprehensive conclusion in the fifth and final chapter. Bearing this 
map in mind, we shall  now begin to demarcate the context for this discussion by 
tracing  a  general  outline  of  the  Singaporean  education  system  that  teachers  are 
embedded in,  and to understand the foundations whereby the relationship between 
teachers and students rests upon.
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Education in Singapore: An Overview of Practice and Form
For this section, I shall attempt to trace two general aspects of the education, namely 
the functions of the education system in Singapore (i.e. the practice), as well as the 
organization  of  the  education  system in  Singapore  (i.e.  the  form).  The  former  is 
important in showing what the professed goals of the education are, and to understand 
what  the  possible  problems might  be.  The  latter  is  significant  in  establishing  the 
context of our study, for this particular paper is focused upon a particular section of 
the education system, specifically the secondary level, and it must be noted that the 
challenges teachers experience at this level might differ from those at other levels. In 
general,  education  comprises  of  four  basic  functions  such  as  the  transmission  of 
culture; the promotion of social solidarity; the provision for personal development and 
selection by merit; as well as the generation of knowledge in conjunction with the 
updating of society (Rossides, 1997:191).  
The education system in Singapore strives not only towards the fulfilment of these 
four functions, but there is also the additional aspect of providing the underclass with 
a  formal  and  apparently  fair  opportunity  for  upwards  social  mobility  through 
academic  achievements.  Conversely,  the  education  system  also  seeks  to  sort  the 
students out and to relegate them to the different stratas in society. In particular, one 
of the fundamental functional aims of education is to socialize students who come 
from  a  variety  of  family  backgrounds  and  to  mould  them  into  a  “standardized 
Singaporean” which fits into society. The implicit assumption here is that students are 
not yet fully aware or conscious of the social rules which are demanded from the 
fully-fledged members, and that they lack certain behaviours and knowledge which 
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teachers are supposed to instil in them. Indeed, this is apparent in what the Ministry of 
Education has articulated as “The Intermediate Outcomes of Education” which states 
that at the end of each educational level (i.e. primary,  secondary, tertiary,  etc), the 
students  are  expected  to  have  acquired  certain  values  and  behaviours.  An  apt 
illustration here is that after finishing secondary school, students are expected ‘to have 
moral integrity; have care and concern for others; be able to work in teams and value 
every  contribution;  be  enterprising  and  innovative;  believe  in  their  ability’  etc. 
(Ministry of  Education  website).  Therefore,  teachers  are  at  the  ‘front-line’ of  this 
contest to change and assimilate the students within society at large. 
As Quek pointed out, ‘as a classroom teacher, (one) plays a crucial role in shaping the 
intellectual, moral, physical, social and aesthetic development of the students’ (2004: 
200). However such ‘developments’ do not occur placidly and progressively, but are 
created through continual contestations with the students. As mentioned previously, 
the education system seeks to sort out the students’ according to their abilities, and 
therefore  the  enhancement  of  the  students’  academic  achievements  becomes  an 
important – if not foremost – priority. An excellent illustration would be the prevalent 
lament regarding students who do not perform up to expectations due to the lack of 
motivation. What makes it more poignant is the fact that the concerned students are 
secondary school ones who already went through six years of primary education, but 
have yet to internalise the basic ethos of hard work.
Indeed, the fundamental constraint that is inherent in the education system is the need 
to provide equal opportunity to all students, yet it cannot guarantee equal results for 
all. As Poon noted, ‘our education system provides opportunities for all, and seeks to 
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develop  every  student  to  his  full  potential,  irrespective  of  background.  However, 
outcomes may not be the same for all’ (Straits Times 23/02/2001). This fundamental 
contradiction is subsumed under the notion of meritocracy, whereby achievements are 
attributed accordingly to the amount of work one invests in. However, the point is that 
while this system can be rewarding to those who subscribe to it, it can also be very 
punishing for those who fail to secure success in the “rat race”, and eventually would 
turn the latter against this system.
As we turn our focus upon the second aspect, we shall attune ourselves to the general 
layout  of  the  education  system  in  Singapore.  The  education  system  is  highly 
organized in nature and follows an ascending order  from the pre-school,  primary, 
secondary to the tertiary level. The structure follows the logic of ‘sorting out’ the 
students  and segregating them into  streams that  are  appropriate  for  their  learning 
capacities. For example, at the end of the Primary level, all students are required to 
take the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE), which would determine the 
particular secondary school as well as the stream to which they would be allocated. 
Secondary schools are differentiated along the lines of ‘neighbourhood’ schools and 
‘elite’ ones  whereby the former provides  a  spectrum of  streams ranging from the 
Express, Normal Academic and the Normal Technical whereas the latter offers the 
Special and Express streams. The general outline here serves to delineate the context 
of our study since the schools selected for my fieldwork are at the secondary level and 
fall within the category of neighbourhood schools. The reasons for such choices will 
be discussed in the second chapter on methodology. After sketching the educational 
realm in Singapore, we shall  now turn our attention to one of the most important 
feature within – the teachers.
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 Problematizing “Teacher”: The Multiple Meanings of “Teacher”
Central to this research paper is the notion of teacher. The usual taxonomy of teacher 
relates to the level as well  as the subject  matter that they are teaching, such as a 
secondary school science teacher. However, such taxonomy has its deficiencies in the 
sense that the reality of being a teacher is fragmented and compartmentalised, and that 
the level as well as the subject matter taught take precedence over other factors that 
are intrinsic to the term (i.e. upper-secondary Mathematics teacher; lower-secondary 
geography  teacher).  The  taxonomy  also  imbues  a  sense  of  diversity  that  might 
obstruct the creation of a collective understanding of what a ‘teacher’ truly is. 
Hence I  propose that there is a ‘unity in diversity’ beyond the compartmentalized 
conception of a teacher. Besides the superficial division along syllabus and the stream 
(i.e. Express; Normal Academic etc), there exists a unity which stems from the daily 
demands that students impose on the teachers and the teachers’ responses towards 
these requests. Indeed, the fact is rarely do any teacher ever had an entire class of 
willing students simply due to the particular topic or the level that he or she teaches. 
The  need  to  create  co-operation  is  an  underlying  theme  that  every  teacher 
experiences, regardless of the level and the subject matter that they instruct.
Indeed, beyond the obvious task of teaching, teachers must multi-task by performing a 
myriad of functions. The increasingly complex conceptualization of ‘teachers’ per se 
and the roles that they perform are exemplified by the attempt to highlight the fact 
that  ‘teachers’ embody the three following dimensions:  ‘role-jobs’,  ‘skill-jobs’ and 
‘aim-jobs’ (Downie et al, 1974). In other words, not only do teachers have roles to 
23
Resisting Resistance: The Coping Strategies of Teachers
play, these roles are informed by specific skills and aims. Implicit to their identity is 
that  of  a  paid  employee.  A poignant  point  made  by  Eble  is  that  ‘(t)he  price  of 
committing oneself to teaching as a profession is to commit oneself to an institution’ 
(1988:214). Additionally, Ball also asserted that there is a necessity to ‘address the 
organizational  experiences  of  the  teachers…  (and  recognize)  teaching  as  work’ 
(1989:227).  Such  a  subverted  identity  has  certain  implications  in  the  sense  that 
teachers too, like other employees, are subjected to ‘emotional labour’ (Hochschild, 
1983), which ultimately affects their experiences and shapes the way they handle the 
challenges.  For  instance,  it  had  been  noted  that  teaching  is  a  “mentally  and 
emotionally taxing job” (Straits Times, 13/04/2005) and this notion will be developed 
in the forthcoming sections.
To  elaborate  further,  the  problematic  definition  of  ‘teacher’ stems  from  several 
sources.  One  source  of  tensions  is  the  various  conceptions  of  teachers  from the 
perspectives of the principals,  the students, the parents, the Ministry and even the 
teachers themselves. Furthermore, the definition of teacher is not a once-and-for-all 
endeavour that yields permanent results,  but is subjected to constant changes over 
time.  There  should  be  a  recognition  of  the  malleability  of  a  ‘teacher’,  which  is 
underscored by the fact that all potential candidates are put through the procedure of 
‘teacher-education’ at the National Institute of Education (NIE), after which they are 
certified as ‘teachers’. However, such a formal recognition often falls short as these 
new teachers still  have to devise their own set  of coping strategies ‘that was best 
learnt on the job’ (Straits Times, 13/04/2005).  In short, there is always a discrepancy 
between the ‘idealized’ teacher and the one performing in the classroom. In addition, 
the malleability of a teacher is not a one-off process that concludes once the teacher 
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sets off for his or her school, but continues well into the career itself – and possibility 
with no end in sight.
Therefore,  bearing  in  mind  the  extensive  consideration  of  the  multi-facets  of 
‘teachers’, this paper will be taking a dual definition of what teachers are. Besides the 
common-sense definition of ‘teachers’ as those individuals who are in the profession 
of teaching, another approach is to adopt the teachers’ own definitions of what they 
really are. The rational behind this is to deconstruct the ‘taken-for-granted’ notion of 
what a ‘teacher’ is so as to achieve a more detailed notion of what a ‘teacher’ truly 
stands for. 
The Fundamentals of Coping Strategies  
The fundamentals of the coping strategies are epitomized by the fact that teachers are 
always on a quest to make sense of their entire world through mediating the variety of 
circumstances  that  they  experience  in  their  daily  life.  Therefore,  their  coping 
strategies are not merely restricted to the classroom itself. Indeed, I propose that the 
creation of coping strategies are being extended well beyond the classroom itself – 
and continue even in the staffroom. Coping strategies are comprised the pre-emptive 
as well as the reactive ones. Regarding the pre-emptive coping strategies, teachers 
draw upon their prior experience as well as the ‘common knowledge’ that is shared by 
all teachers when it comes to deal with the students. Indeed, this can be inferred from 
Shor’s insight that 
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‘Insofar  as  I  am  “the  teacher”,  I  am  already  part  of  their  (i.e.  the 
students) experience before they experience me. I already exist in their 
imaginations as part  of their  subordination to school authority…They 
know  me  before  they  meet  me.  They  have  met  my  prototypes  and 
precursors in the classrooms they already attended’ (1996: 16).
The above statement implies that students have certain preconceived notions of what 
teachers are, and similarly teachers also have certain preconceived categorisation of 
the students. For instance, some of the teachers are able to articulate which are the 
‘problematic’  classes  and  even  forewarn  me  about  joining  those  classes  for 
observation.
To  elaborate  further,  most  teachers  that  I  interviewed  actually  identify  several 
categories of students based primarily on the specific stream they are in (i.e. Express, 
Normal  Academic,  and  Normal  Technical)  and  most  claimed  students  from  the 
“Normal” stream are the most problematic. However, what is most striking is that the 
majority of the teachers perceive the underperformance of normal stream students as 
the  norm,  and  their  expectations  of  them  are  thus  adjusted  accordingly.  This 
mechanism  is  characterized  by  pre-emptive  coping  strategies,  whereby  teachers 
project  lower expectations on this group due to the stereotyping of normal stream 
students. Thus in the event that these students fail to perform, it is expected and thus 
would not erode the teachers’ confidence. However, the pre-emptive measures can 
seldom fulfil the demands appropriately and teachers, ‘even when armed with the best 
training and teaching techniques, must  experience the realities of the classroom to 
develop their own strategies to meet goals for their classes’ (Ballantine, 1997: 219). 
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For example, although they might be ‘mentally-prepared’, teachers must still be ‘on 
the ball’ and be able to anticipate the diversity of contingency that might arise. On the 
other hand, reactive coping strategies are used on the spur of the moment as a tool to 
deal with an unexpected event – one that is beyond the scope of anticipation – such as 
the use of emotional management. For instance, when arguments occur, teachers have 
to be able to control their temper and not lose ‘their cool’. This is especially so in 
cases where students might infuriate the teachers, but as professionals teachers have 
to  manage  their  emotions  and  resolve  the  conflict  as  calmly  as  possible.  After 
outlining the  major  frameworks  for  analysis,  I  shall  now proceed to  examine the 
methodological issues that underscore this research.
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Chapter Two
In this chapter, we shall focus on the methodology that underscores this research. I 
had briefly pointed out in the previous chapter that there is a crucial need to elucidate 
the procedure of data collection so as to let the readers gain a deeper appreciation of 
the  ‘operationalization’ (Neuman,  2000:163)  process  and  to  assess  the  degree  of 
reliability and validity of the data obtained. To elaborate further, the former refers to 
the dual aspects of ‘internal consistency’ – whether the data is plausible given all the 
available  information  –  and  ‘external  consistency’ –  which  is  the  verification  of 
observations with the various sources of data (Neuman, 2000:368). The latter also 
refers  to  the  ‘authenticity’ (Neuman,  2000:171)  of  the  account.   Indeed,  the  dual 
notions of reliability and validity are of crucial concern due to the fact that ‘constructs 
in social theory are often ambiguous, diffuse and not directly observable’ (Neuman, 
2000:164). In addition, this chapter aims to familiarize the audience with the field of 
my research, specifically in terms of understanding the particular arena from which 
the data had been gathered and the issues of access. Subsequently we shall wind down 
the chapter by examining the ethical issues encountered and illuminate the limitations 
of this study. 
For  this  particular  research  paper,  qualitative  methodology was  utilized  to  gather 
empirical  data.  The  rationale  for  favoring  the  qualitative  approach  over  the 
quantitative approach was due to the fact that the nature of the inquiry demands for an 
intimate feel of the field, which could be better documented in detail via an extensive 
stay in schools.  Specifically,  the  chosen qualitative method was  ‘ethnography’,  in 
which ‘a researcher directly observes and participates in small-scale social settings in 
28
Resisting Resistance: The Coping Strategies of Teachers
the  present  time and in  the  researcher’s  home culture’ (Neuman,  2000:  345).   In 
particular, this is in tandem with the adoption of the ‘interpretive approach’, which is
“…the  systematic  analysis  of  socially  meaningful  action  through  the 
direct detailed observation of people in natural settings in order to arrive 
at understandings and interpretations of how people create and maintain 
their social world. (Neuman, 2000: 71)”
In addition, being in the school environment facilitate the cultivation of ‘verstehen’, 
which refers to ‘empathetic understanding’ (Weber, 1904/1958; c.f. Calhoun, 1997:22) 
due to the extensive ‘immersion’ of the researcher in the field. Indeed, this is one of 
the crucial hallmarks of interpretive approach (Neuman, 2000:70). Furthermore, the 
prolonged  exposure  enables  the  researcher  to  be  involved  extensively  with  the 
teachers’ work  life  and  provides  the  opportunity  to  document  the  various  coping 
strategies  that  they frequently use,  as  well  as to  observe any discrepancies in  the 
routines and to clarify it. 
This particular thesis seeks to explore the coping strategies of teachers during the 
course  of  their  work,  especially  in  terms  of  handling  the  classroom  dynamics. 
Therefore, it was necessary to gain entry into schools to conduct fieldwork, such as 
doing participant observation in class as well as in-depth interviews with the relevant 
personnel (i.e.  teachers,  etc).  It  was necessary to use both these methods so as to 
achieve  a  ‘triangulation’  (Neuman,  2000:124)  of  the  data.  Moreover,  the 
‘triangulation’ of the data was further ensured by the fact that I sampled teachers who 
taught in a variety of subjects and with varied teaching experience. With regards to 
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conducting participant observation, there are many research works which had used 
this method, and here I shall mention a few relevant ones to explain the necessity of 
staying in the field for a prolonged period. One of the classic studies which utilized 
this method is Willis’s research on the ‘Hammertown Boys’ (1977:04). He reported 
that the participants in his project were ‘studied intensively by means of observation 
and participant observation in class, around the school and during leisure activities…’ 
(1977: 05). 
This is  necessary due to two reasons – firstly,  unlike laboratory experiments,  one 
cannot  control  the  circumstances  nor  predict  as  to  when  the  relevant  data  would 
emerge. On the contrary, one might have to observe for an extended period of time, 
and have gathered a substantial amount of data, before the appropriate ones appear. 
Secondly,  the  researcher  also  needs  time  to  establish  the  trust  and  rapport  which 
would allow him to overcome the ‘Hawthorne Effect’ (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 
1939) – whereby the presence of the researcher would no longer have an effect on the 
people around him/her because they have grown accustomed to his/her presence. The 
latter point is aptly exemplified by William Corsaro’s (1985) research on children at 
play. He noted that he ‘became such a familiar part of the social landscape that the 
children did not give his presence much thought’ (Calhoun, 1997:48). All of the above 
is  important  so  as  to  maintain  ‘ecological  validity’ (Neuman,  2000:367),  where 
‘events would have occurred without a researcher’s presence’ (Neuman, 2000: 368). 
Indeed, during the course of my fieldwork, I constantly asked the teachers whether the 
class behaved differently while I was there, and most of the teachers replied that they 
felt there was no difference and the students treated me ‘as if I am invisible’. More 
importantly, the prolonged period of time spent in the field gives the researcher more 
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opportunity  in  attempting  to  “normalize  social  research”  (Neuman,  2000:  359), 
whereby the researcher assist the members to
“…redefine social research from something unknown and threatening to 
something normal and predictable. He or she can help members manage 
research  by  presenting  his  or  her  own  biography,  explaining  field 
research a little at time, appearing non-threatening, or accepting minor 
deviance  in  the  setting  (e.g.,  minor  violations  of  official  rules)” 
(2000:359).
More precisely, during my fieldwork I was constantly sharing my own history with 
others, such as the institution I am associated with, what was the purpose for this 
research and why I chose to do this particular topic. I felt that it was important to 
make known to the members that I was researching this specific subject mainly out of 
my own interest and due to my previous experience as a relief teacher. Indeed, most 
of  the  members  became  more  receptive  to  this  research  after  knowing  my 
background, simply because we shared some common experiences, such as teaching 
classes of ‘difficult’ students. Many of the teachers were also curious on whether I 
was intending to go into teaching upon the completion of my studies and offered me a 
lot of practical tips. Additionally, I found myself having to explain the process of data 
collection, and to let the informants understand why various information were needed 
and how these sources came to complement one another. For instance, some of the 
members asked why it was necessary to have the interviews, and I would explain to 
them that it was important as it gave me the opportunity to clarify anything that I 
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observed during their class but might not be able to comprehend their actions at that 
particular point in time.
Moreover,  during  my  fieldwork  itself,  I  discovered  that  actually  it  was  not  too 
difficult  for me to fit into the environment simply because there appeared to be a 
certain niche meant specifically to accommodate the drove of ‘contingent workers’ in 
schools. One feature of schools that I realized during my fieldwork is that there are 
some positions for staff members who are not fixed and possess a certain amount of 
fluidity in terms of the movement of people in and out of the schools. Indeed, other 
than the ‘permanent’ staff, which comprises the core of the teaching force, there is 
another  section  which  is  meant  for  the  peripheral  members  of  the  staff,  such  as 
‘contract’ teachers,  ‘trainee’ teachers  and  ‘adjunct’  teachers.  For  these  types  of 
teachers, their involvements in school are marked by a certain period of ‘sojourning’ 
and are thus characterized as the ‘contingent workers’ in schools. 
To elaborate further, ‘contract’ teachers are attached to schools for varied durations 
until their admission to the National Institute of Education (NIE) where they undergo 
formal  training  to  become  certified  and  full-fledged  teachers,  whereas  ‘trainee 
teachers’ are attached to schools for an eight-week ‘practicum’ to have their teaching 
skills  assessed.  For  adjunct  teachers,  they are  akin  to  part-time teachers  who are 
exempted  from certain  duties  that  are  demanded  of  full-fledged teachers.  Thus,  I 
found  myself  being  subsumed  within  this  category,  and  essentially  taking  on  the 
identity of being within and at the same time outside the community. I did not really 
‘go native’ in the sense that there is a slight distinction in my identity, and for this case 
it  is more like having ‘active membership’ (Neuman, 2000:358) as ‘the researcher 
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assumes a membership role and goes through a similar induction into membership and 
participates  like  a  member.  The researcher  maintains  high levels  of  trust  and can 
withdraw from the field periodically’ (Neuman, 2000:358). 
Indeed, the latter part is rather relevant, since unlike the teachers, I do not have to 
‘mark my attendance’. Furthermore, I was not subjected to the rigid dressing code of 
the teachers, and this was made apparent when a teacher remarked about my attire 
(i.e. blouse and jeans).  According to her, teachers are not supposed to wear jeans, 
however  since  there  is  no  specific  dressing  code  for  researchers  in  schools,  thus 
anything is allowed. But the positive aspect is that in terms of the ‘Hawthorne’ effect, 
the  students  were  less  affected  as  they  were  not  unused  to  having  ‘strangers’ in 
schools and adapted to my presence readily. Essentially, the degree of participation 
varies slightly,  ranging from a ‘complete observer’ (Neuman, 2000:357) in classes 
whereby  I  just  sat  at  the  back  and  observed  the  students,  to  even  ‘complete 
participation’ in terms of being able to attend events meant for the staff members such 
as the meetings, outings and even Teachers’ Day Dinner.
Hence, from the experiences cited, being there a longer period of time might not have 
been as intrusive as anticipated. In addition, I tried to ensure that my presence would 
not be disturbing by participating throughout the entire day – I did not intend to ‘cut 
in’ halfway through the school day, but joined the class at the start of the school day 
till the end. Therefore, the period of time needed – 20 visits – correlated to the number 
of time I would be ‘attending school’ for four weeks. However, for all the schools that 
I was at, the average time I spent there was five weeks. The 6 hours required for every 
visit reflects the average length of a typical school day. But in retrospection, I spent an 
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average of 7 hours in schools because the school session started from approximately 
7.20 am and ended at 2.20 pm. In addition, there were many times I had to stay back 
in order to conduct interviews with the teachers or simply just to chat with them. This 
type of intense fieldwork was carried out over an extensive period of two months in 
order  to  be  ‘immersed’ into  the  field  and  to  gain  exposure  to  a  wider  array  of 
opportunities for observation.
In sum, these requirements are necessary to ensure that a rigorous research produces 
quality data that is both valid and reliable. All this effort is to reduce the possibility of 
having skewed data.  Compromises could be made in case the necessary data was 
gathered within a shorter time than expected (i.e. the ‘point of saturation’ is reached); 
in this case, I would end the fieldwork earlier. However, the period of fieldwork was 
actually extended in both my field sites, since there were often unanticipated activities 
that disrupted the schedules. Indeed, throughout my fieldwork I often had to adopt a 
‘bricolage’ (Neuman, 2000:147) technique, which essentially entails ‘working with 
one’s  hands  and  being  pragmatic  at  using  an  assortment  of  odds  and ends  in  an 
inventive manner to accomplish a specific task’ (Neuman, 2000:147). For example, 
there were some instances whereby I had to conduct my interviews over lunch simply 
because the teachers were unable to set aside a separate timeslot for it.
The  fieldwork  for  this  particular  paper  encompassed  an  intensive  period  of 
participation-observation conducted over the span of approximately four months (i.e. 
approximately five weeks each for a total of two schools). This required amount of 
time was due to several factors – such as balancing the need for ample exposure and 
‘immersion’ without  imposing too much on the schools.  Indeed,  ideally the  time-
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frame should have been about three months per school for an intensive study that 
would be carried out on a daily basis. However, such an extensive period was not 
viable and after considering several alterations of my research and consultations with 
my supervisors, it was reduced to a month or so. Therefore, the final figure – twenty 
visits per school – was based on the fact that the fieldwork itself was conducted over a 
period of five weeks and on a daily basis. Since schools nowadays operate on a five 
day week, the calculation works out to be twenty visits in a month. Additionally, the 
length  of  my  stay  was  influenced  by  the  Ministry’s  outline  for  having  potential 
teachers to sign up for a four week stint in schools (Straits Times, 13/04/2005). There 
is an implicit assumption that by spending four weeks in school, potential teachers 
would have gained enough experience and exposure to ensure that they will be able to 
make an informed decision on whether they should embrace this profession or not.
In addition, the need for such intensive research is due to two reasons – firstly to 
facilitate my familiarization with the field and to allow time for the necessary data to 
emerge.  The  former  point  can  be  illustrated  by the  fact  that  as  the  teachers  and 
students got familiarized with me, the ‘novelty’ effect did wear off, and thus would 
not affect their normal routine to a large extent. In addition, I was participating as a 
quiet observer – the intention was not to interfere with the lessons or to distract the 
students, but to sit-in at the back of the class and to observe the interactions between 
the students and teachers. The latter point relates to the nature of fieldwork – one 
cannot  anticipate  the  exact  point  where  the  relevant  data  emerges,  therefore,  an 
extended period of  time  is  required  so  as  to  open  up  opportunities  to  gather  the 
required data.
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In sum, the rational for the duration of fieldwork is to ensure a rigorous research that 
would produce more reliable and valid data. There is little point to conduct a less rigid 
kind of research as the quality of the data obtained can be doubted. At the same time, 
serious considerations have been made of the participants’ welfare, and there is an 
attempt to come to a compromise which can address adequately both the issues of the 
participants’ welfare and the quality of the data. 
Research Realities: The Process of Access
Due to the nature of this research topic, there is a need to access certain schools so as 
to conduct the appropriate research that I had mentioned in the previous paragraphs. 
Indeed,  the  process  of  access  can be  distinguished into  two types  –  ‘formal’ and 
‘informal’ accesses.  The former entails  the dual  aspects of  acquiring the approval 
from  the  Ministry  of  Education,  and  subsequently  seeking  the  permission  from 
individual schools to gain access. The course taken was not so straight-forward, as all 
schools in Singapore are subsumed under the authority of the Ministry of Education, 
hence  the  necessity  to  obtain  the  relevant  authorization  from these  ‘gatekeepers’ 
(Neuman, 2000: 352), who have the ‘formal or informal authority to control access to 
a site’ (Neuman, 2000:352). 
In fact, prior to securing the formal approval from the Ministry of Education, I had 
contacted  several  schools  with  regards  to  seeking  their  permission  to  conduct 
fieldwork in their premises. All the schools replied that it was necessary to first obtain 
the necessary permit from the Ministry of Education, before they could consider co-
operating with me. Therefore, the very beginning of accessing the field was marked 
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by  the  process  of  obtaining  the  formal  consent  from  the  Ministry  of  Education 
(MOE). This led to a serious pondering over my research proposal as well  as the 
cautious drafting of appropriate proposals that accommodate both my research interest 
and methodology and addresses the concerns of the Ministry. For instance, one of the 
main concerns that the Ministry expressed was over the duration of my fieldwork, and 
I had to justify the necessity for such a prolonged period, as well as to demonstrate 
that I had taken appropriate actions in ensuring that my presence would not be too 
disruptive.
After securing the approval of the Ministry the next procedure dealt with the personal 
liaising with the schools and seeking their  permission to allow me to conduct the 
fieldwork within their premises. In all, this process was quite challenging since few 
schools  responded  to  my  demand.  One  of  the  reasons  was  because  there  are  no 
obligations whatsoever for the schools to work with me since the authorities did not 
assign schools where I could conduct my study. However, the positive aspect of this 
situation  was  that  since  there  was  no  direct  intervention  from  the  Ministry  of 
Education in the assignment of schools, I was able to exert a certain degree of choice 
in choosing the schools according to my requirements, which I shall elaborate further 
in the forthcoming section. However, this ‘choice’ was limited by the fact that as I 
chose the schools, the schools themselves reserved the right to decide whether they 
wished to work with me or not. Nevertheless, there was a certain advantage since the 
schools that decided to work with me were truly interested in supporting my research, 
and they tended to be more willing to offer me any assistance as well as being less 
restrictive. For instance, all of the schools that I went to allowed me to participate in 
the staff meetings and discussions, and I was free to approach any of the teachers. In 
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addition, one school even went to the extent of tabulating a timetable for me, so as to 
ensure that I get introduced to the wide range of staff in the school.
After examining the formal access, we shall now turn our attention to the ‘informal’ 
one. By informal access I am referring to the establishing of trust and rapport so as to 
ensure that the respondents will be willing to share their views. I personally make a 
point not to conduct the formal interviews within the first two weeks, but to do so in 
the third week onwards so as to ensure that the teachers were familiar with me. In the 
course of the two weeks, what I did mostly was to talk to teachers about the general 
aspects  of  the  school,  such as  the  school  rules,  and  to  get  to  know the  different 
teachers. In sum, there were two aspects for my interviews, namely the formal and 
informal type of interviews. 
Indeed, as I went along I discovered that important and illuminating insights could be 
spontaneously  shared  by  the  respondents  as  we  talked  about  the  most  mundane 
activities while walking along the corridor. Ultimately, the aim for using the initial 
two weeks to break the ice was to become a ‘familiar face’ in the school, and to share 
extensively my purpose for being in school and to explain my research topic. For 
most of the time, my reason for being in school was enough to be a starting point for 
conversation with the teachers. Moreover, for one of the schools that I had been with, 
I was allowed to participate in the ‘Staff Retreat’, which was a two-day event held at 
the end of the stipulated school holidays and which aimed to prepare the teachers of 
that school for the coming school term. From my own experience, it appears that this 
event  facilitated  my entry into  the  field,  as  by the  time  I  went  to  school  on  the 
following Monday, most of the teachers at least already knew me ‘by sight’.
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Additionally,  I  also  found  that  I  managed  to  merge  into  the  school  environment 
simply because the teachers gradually became accustomed to my presence. Thus, I 
was  allowed  to  move  around  and  observed  certain  classes  that  they  themselves 
mentioned to me. In fact, in one of the schools where I was doing my research, the co-
coordinating teacher arranged for me to start with a particular class, and as I went 
along I could seek permission from individual teachers to join in their classes to do 
participant-observation. 
Field “Work”: Selection of Schools and Sampling Issues
Following from the previous paragraphs, I shall now proceed to provide a detailed 
discussion of the fieldwork, and to scrutinize the intricacies of the field “work”. As 
mentioned previously, there is a necessity for this probing so as to ensure that the 
readers gain a greater understanding of the research process, and thus would be able 
to perceive the analysis in relation to the context. One of the most crucial questions 
that was asked was how I went about selecting my field. In fact, this broad question 
encompasses two important sub-questions: what sort of schools did I choose? And 
why did I choose them? 
When I first conceptualized this research, one of the main issues that I had to address 
was  in  which  educational  level  should  I  ground  my  study.  For  the  Singaporean 
context,  the  educational  level  had  been  neatly  categorized  into  three  distinct 
hierarchical levels comprising of the primary, secondary and tertiary levels. In other 
words,  certain  schools  in  Singapore  serve  particular  segments  of  the  schooling 
population.  For  instance,  the  primary school  generally  caters  to  children between 
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seven to twelve years old, while the secondary school is meant for teenagers between 
thirteen to seventeen years old. The question that I had to ponder over was which 
particular segment I should be focusing upon for this particular research.
Thus,  I  drew inspiration from certain works  within the field of education such as 
Willis’s work depicting how students resisted the school culture via the establishment 
of their own counter-cultures, and also from MacLeod’s (1995) documentation of how 
‘leveled  aspirations’ which  impede  upon  the  upwards  social  mobility  are  formed 
among adolescents. Indeed, researches on ‘problematic’ students usually focus is to 
on students at the secondary level. Thus, I realized that it is at the secondary school 
level that conflicts between teachers and students are the most prominent, and that the 
application of authority is at the pinnacle of unpredictability as these students are able 
to question and challenge authority via multiple means. 
Furthermore, when narrowing down the focus to achieve a more concise conception, I 
have to decide upon the particular section of the secondary segment. This decision 
stems from the fact that even among secondary schools, there is a certain degree of 
variations  among  them.  For  instance,  the  secondary  schools  in  Singapore  are 
generally differentiated into the ‘government-aided’ schools, ‘autonomous’ schools, 
‘independent’  schools,  ‘specialized  independent’  schools  and  ‘privately-funded’ 
schools (Ministry of Education website). Additionally, the schools differ in terms of 
the curriculum that they offer. An apt illustration will be the different combination of 
courses that schools offer, ranging from the ‘Special’ and ‘Express’ to the ‘Normal 
Academic’ and ‘Normal Technical’ and the various programs such as ‘the ‘Special 
Assistance Plan’ which offer the ‘Special course to the top 10% of PSLE students 
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which  enable  students  to  be  effectively bilingual  in  English  and  Chinese,  and  to 
inculcate in them traditional values in a Chinese school environment’. 
Further  the  ‘Integrated  Programme’ which  ‘provides  a  seamless  education,  where 
secondary students can proceed to the pre-university level without taking the GCE 'O' 
Levels’. Interestingly, during my fieldwork, I discovered that other than the formal 
terminology coined by the Ministry of Education, teachers themselves have devised 
their own ‘argot’ (Neuman, 2000:362) in terms of the typology of schools such as 
‘neighbourhood’ schools, which basically refers to the ‘typical’ school which does not 
offer such specialised programmes and offers a curriculum combination which caters 
to  the  Express,  Normal  Academic  and  Normal  Technical.  Thus,  given  the  vast 
diversity  of  the  local  secondary  schools,  I  opted  to  focus  my  research  on  the 
‘neighbourhood’ schools, since these schools characterised the mainstream education 
but have yet to be researched upon extensively.  Therefore, this research would be 
relevant in establishing a framework for which future research can tap and expand 
upon.  In  addition,  there  is  a  practical  consideration  for  not  focusing  on  elite 
institutions simply because ‘gaining access to elites is often very difficult  and the 
gatekeepers are formidable’ (Neuman, 2000:152). 
After deciding on the ‘social sites’ (Carspecken, 1996:37), the next procedure was to 
choose the type of sampling. For this particular research, I used a combination of 
‘purposive  sampling’  (Neuman,  2000:198)  and  ‘sequential  sampling’  (Neuman, 
2000:200). The former involves the ‘judgement of an expert in selecting cases or it 
selects cases with a specific purpose in mind’ (Neuman, 200:198) whereas for the 
latter, ‘a researcher continues to gather cases until the amount of new in formation or 
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diversity of cases is filled. The principle is to gather cases until a saturation point is 
reached’  (Neuman,  2000:200).  Indeed,  the  combination  of  these  two  types  of 
sampling was the most appropriate for my research simply because the selection of 
respondents leads to a certain purpose such as being able to identify individuals who 
are able to share exceptional insights, so that the ultimate aim for documenting the 
diversity could be fulfilled and that the point of saturation could be attained.  
Ethical Issues
For all the research that had been conducted, one of the most crucial concerns is the 
ethical  one,  and  particularly  the  ethical  concerns  related  to  the  anonymity of  the 
respondents. Indeed, due to the fact that the education realm is highly structured and 
centralized, one of the most important causes of anxiety for my respondents was the 
fact  that  their  identities  would  be  known  and  that  their  opinions  could  cause 
unforeseeable repercussions. Faced with this dilemma, I have devised two ways in 
which I could protect the identity of my respondents. One method was to request for 
the protection of confidentiality from the Ministry itself, and after extensive talks with 
the appropriate personnel, we managed to compromise on the issues that might have 
posed problems to the anonymity of the respondents. For example, rather than having 
one form on which the different schools are supposed to record their participation, we 
replaced it with anonymous individual forms for the respective schools so that their 
identities would not be revealed. Also, I told the co-coordinating teachers to inform 
the other teachers that they need not reveal their personal information such as their 
identity card numbers. In addition, I decided to interview some other teachers whom I 
knew  personally,  but  who  were  not  from the  institutions  where  I  conducted  my 
42
Resisting Resistance: The Coping Strategies of Teachers
fieldwork.  Hence,  the  data  would  be  diffused  and  therefore  would  enhance  the 
anonymity of  the  respondents.  Furthermore,  it  would  enable  me  to  overcome the 
‘problem of the particular’ by being able to let me identify certain themes that are 
general in nature and common to most of the schools.
Another  ethical  issue  that  arose  in  the  midst  of  the  fieldwork  was  the  notion  of 
‘informed consent’ (Neuman, 2000:96). The notion of ‘informed consent’ emphasized 
that  the participation for the research is  voluntary and not  obtained by using any 
means of coercion. The practice of ‘informed consent’ was already inherent from the 
very beginning when I sought the co-operation of schools. As it was not mandatory 
for them to participate in this research, they had the right to decide upon whether they 
wished to join. Additionally, it became necessary to provide them with the appropriate 
information so as to assist them in coming to a decision. Thus, for all the schools that 
I approached I had to submit a detailed outline of my proposal as well as ‘a brief 
description of the research, including the expected duration of the study’ (Neuman, 
2000:96).  Equally  important,  I  scheduled  individual  meetings  with  the  various 
principals so as to explain clearly and explicitly what my research was about, and to 
clarify any questions that they might have. Indeed, I consciously upheld this principle 
throughout my fieldwork. For instance, I provided my interviewees with a copy of the 
interview questions  prior  to  the  interviews  so  as  to  inform them of  the  kinds  of 
questions which would be asked, as well as to clarify any doubts that they might have. 
Moreover,  at  the  commencement  of  each  interview,  I  would  explain  to  my 
respondents what my research was all  about and consequently to ensure that they 
were comfortable with and understood all the interview questions before I started. In 
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addition, the demographic characteristics of the group that I was focusing upon (i.e. 
educated adults) greatly facilitated the process of obtaining ‘informed consent’ as they 
were  more  aware  of  their  rights,  and  possessed  a  clearer  notion  of  what  was 
considered sensitive. Hence, they were in a better position to negotiate compromises 
for their  well-being. For instance,  some teachers who agreed to being interviewed 
were  uncomfortable  with  the  idea  of  having  their  interview  recorded,  so  I  made 
special arrangements to take down the notes using pen and paper. 
More precisely, the preceding situation directed the discussion to the third variation of 
ethical issues that I encountered in the field – ‘self-censorship’ (Neuman, 2000:377). 
Throughout my fieldwork, there were certain situations, mainly ‘unanticipated events’ 
(Neuman,  2000:370)  whereby  I  gained  insights  that  might  be  relevant,  but 
nevertheless could not be shared due to the sensitive nature of the issues. Moreover, 
the parties involved have also sought my understanding and related to me explicitly 
that they wished that these matters were not mentioned. Therefore, by empathizing 
with them and respecting their right of privacy, I have consciously censored certain 
collected data. 
Limitations of the Study
After a detailed discussion of the fieldwork, we shall now turn our attention to some 
of  the limitations that  have emerged.  This  section is  essential  so  as  to  enable the 
readers to be more aware of the possible shortcomings of the research process, and to 
indicate the possible improvements that future researchers might wish to consider. I 
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shall  attempt  to  present  the  various  points  systematically  by  following  the 
chronological layout of the various sections in this chapter.
Although I managed to locate two different field research sites, the process that I had 
undergone indicated that there were other potential sites where I could have possibly 
conducted my research,  but  they were  beyond my reach due  to  the  restriction of 
‘gatekeepers’ (Neuman, 2000:352). This raises the question of why certain schools are 
not receptive to having researchers, and what kind of perspectives I might be missing 
out. However, given the circumstances where contingency comes with choice, one 
would  have to  utilize  the  more  appropriate  alternative.  In  other  words,  when the 
researcher depends upon whether the schools choose to co-operate or not, it becomes 
necessary to work with those that are willing to.
The second limitation that arose in the following part on the sampling was the issue of 
‘freeze  outs’  (Neuman,  2000:356)  which  refers  to  ‘members  who  express  an 
uncooperative attitude of an overt unwillingness to participate’ (2000:356). Indeed, 
there are a small number of teachers who did decline to participate in this research in 
terms of refusing to do the interviews or to ‘speak with me’. However, while seeking 
their  permission  I  gathered  that  the  circumstances  that  they  were  in  were  not 
conducive for them to speak to me. Thus, I realized that it would have been better that 
I  sought  their  permission  under  different  situations.  For  instance,  a  respondent  I 
approached  after  a  particular  meeting  where  he  spoke  against  the  heads  of 
departments  and made some poignant  points  made it  clear  to  me that  ‘there  was 
nothing to talk about’ and suggested that I go speak to others.
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The third limitation that emerged was the development of ‘an attitude of strangeness’ 
(Neuman,  2000:355)  which  means  ‘questioning  and  noticing  ordinary  details  or 
looking at the ordinary through the eyes of a stranger.’  Indeed, given the fact that I 
personally had experienced the secondary school environment for a number of years 
as a relief teacher during a particular period made it difficult for me to maintain an 
‘attitude  of  strangeness’.  Moreover,  given  my  own  educational  background  in  a 
‘neighborhood’ school,  I  was  quite  accustomed  to  certain  characteristics  of  the 
schools, such as the regulations for attire and hairstyles. However, I realized that this 
attitude of strangeness could be enhanced by talking to other members in the field 
who discussed about  their  ‘culture  shock’ when they first  came to  teach in these 
schools. Ultimately, the last limitation, as already mentioned, was the issue of self-
censorship. A ‘perfect’ presentation of the data is never attainable as there is always a 
need to prioritize the interest of the involved parties. Thus, this implies that the reader 
will  not get to share the knowledge of the researcher in its  entirety,  and therefore 
might cause the reader to be in doubt of the data.
Finally,  the  last  limitation  was  related  to  the  issues  of  ‘objectivity’ and  ‘value 
freedom’ (Neuman, 2000:116). Indeed, I feel that given the level of participation and 
the emphasis on emphatic understanding, it tends to be quite difficult to be objective 
about all events that occur in the field. However, that does not mean that one can 
simply pass off one’s personal opinion freely. Instead of adhering to the notion of 
objectivity, the yardstick that I followed was that the researcher be ‘forthright and 
open about his or her own personal involvement’ (Neuman, 2000:126) and attempt to 
provide  the  reader  with  ample  information  for  them to  make  an  informed  stand. 
Additionally,  as Gouldner (1976) has noted elsewhere, rather than the assertion of 
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being value free, the researcher would be better off stating his or her values openly. 
This is what I had endeavored to achieve by sharing the fact that my own personal 
experiences had spurred this research topic.
In conclusion, this chapter was devoted to a discussion of the research methodology, 
and I attempted to present the research in a chronological order beginning with an 
examination of the choice of methodology, followed by an elaboration on how the 
decision was made. Subsequently, the focus was directed to the process of access and 
to the discussion on the selection of sites and the sampling issues. This chapter ended 
with  an  examination  of  the  ethical  issues  and  the  limitations  of  the  research 
methodology. After reflecting on the methodology, we shall subsequently move onto 
the next chapter for the analysis of the data collected.
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Chapter Three
In  this  chapter,  I  shall  attempt  to  outline  the  background  of  this  research  before 
proceeding to provide a detailed account of the various coping strategies of teachers. 
This section is organized into three sections starting with a review of the rational that 
underscores  the necessity of coping strategies.  This  will  be followed by a  critical 
examination  of  the  various  challenges  that  teachers  need  to  cope  with,  and 
subsequently  we  shall  pinpoint  the  exact  problems  that  relate  to  this  particular 
research. This progression is necessary due to the fact that having to play various 
roles, teachers face different challenges through their interactions with specific groups 
such as  the  students,  colleagues,  and the authorities  from the ministry.  Given the 
constraint of this research project, it is impossible to examine all these problems in 
equal depth and breadth, and hence the focus would be limited to a few problems so 
as to attain an in-depth analysis. 
As I would elaborate further on, the notion of dealing with students rather than clients  
is  a  significant  feature  in  distinguishing  the  role  of  teachers  from other  kind  of 
professions. Even though it might be argued that the relationship between students 
and teachers  parallel  that  of  clients  and service-providers,  such an analogy is  not 
drawn without any unease, as it is obvious that the teacher-student relationship is not 
merely  a  simple,  commercialized,  economic  exchange  which  is  based  merely  on 
meeting the demands of one party by another. As Fulghum noted that 
“We are sent to school to be civilized – to be introduced to the essential 
machinery of human society. Early on in our lives we are sent out of 
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the home into the world. To school. We have no choice in this. Society 
judges it so important that we be educated that we  must go. It is the 
law. And when we get to school we are taught the fundamentals on 
which civilization rests” (2003:4).
Thus, it is clear that students do not  choose but are  conscripted into the education 
system. This notion is very significant as it implies that some students might not be 
willing to submit to compulsory education and might resist schooling. Indeed, this is 
echoed by Lortie who recognized that  ‘(t)he obligatory nature of the arrangement 
means that the student’s interest (or lack of it) plays no part in his disposition; any 
class will include some students who would rather be elsewhere’ (1975: 137). As one 
of my interviewees remarked that he has some students who do not like the subject 
that they are being taught, but nevertheless have to attend the classes simply because 
it is part of the curriculum.
This idea is further emphasized by the notion of having to civilize the students, which 
implies  the  need to bring  them in  line  and to  instill  in  them the  appropriate  and 
superior  values  regardless  of  their  preference  as  part  of  the  socialization  process. 
Moreover, this issue is further complicated by the fact that the Ministry of Education 
also has a say in determining what such values are.  For instance, the Ministry of 
Education dictates that the intermediate outcomes of education at the secondary level 
are to ensure that students should have 
“…moral integrity; have care and concern for others; to be able to work 
in teams and value every contribution; be enterprising and innovative; 
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possess a broad-based foundation for further education; believe in their 
ability;  have  an  appreciation  for  aesthetics;  know  and  believe  in 
Singapore” (Ministry of Education, 2007).
Therefore, given the official stand of the ministry, there arises an ambiguous situation 
where  the  teachers,  rather  than the  students  themselves,  define  what  is  good and 
necessary for the latter and act accordingly on the behalf of the students. However this 
can be against the student’s wishes and thus might not earn the student’s appropriate 
acknowledgement, and much less their appreciation. Indeed, this is especially so in 
the case where teachers have to correct the ‘negative cultural capital’ of students, such 
as  correcting  their  use  of  language.  For  instance,  teachers  face  the  problem  of 
clamping down on the use of “Singlish” rather than English, and they have to be 
vigilant about the usage of the text messaging short forms in the assignments. Worst, 
such an act can incur serious repercussions should the student retaliate by lodging a 
complaint. As one of my interviewees pointed out,
“…there  have been instances  where I  actually needed to shout  and 
scream  alright.  So  these  things  disturb  me;  because  under  current 
situations if we do anything wrong, our rice-bowl is at stake. If the kids  
feel that they have been treated unfairly – I mean the kids can bring up  
a case – a complaint against you, and the moment you get a complaint 
I think things are going to be very…rough. So that thing disturbs me. 
Alright,  I  know  that  I’ve  done  something  that  may  bring  in  a  
complaint;  but inside – my conscience – I  know it  is  for their own  
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good. But at the end of the day they can just turn things around. So this 
will disturb you a lot; for me it disturbs me.”
Nonetheless, some of my interviewees pointed that there is a problem in perceiving 
the students as clients since it would undermine their authority over the students. For 
instance, one of the teachers related that when students do not submit their work on 
time, 
“…anyway most of us are concern with the class lah, so we’ll still 
chase for work, we’ll still ask them to…basically we’ll talk – talk to 
them nicely loh – means everyday I’ll just remind them like a, like a 
nanny: ‘please do this’ ah, ‘please do this’ ah, ‘can you please hand 
this up, please?’ you know.”
Indeed, though teachers require a certain authority over the students so as to fulfill 
their duties and responsibilities, however it is the compliance from the pupils, rather 
than the use of sheer coercion, that often works better in order to get the desired 
results.  However, where does the responsibility of the teacher end and where does the 
responsibility  of  the  student  begin  regarding  the  acquisition  of  knowledge?  This 
ambiguity was expressed by several of the teachers and a couple of them related that  
“…one thing I felt very disappointed is that whatever we have taught 
them; it never go into their head. So if anything that we have taught 
them; if that topic doesn’t  interest them, it’ll  never go in there (i.e. 
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their head) and no matter what in the exams when we come out with 
those questions again – they will not be able to solve those questions.”
“Just now you also saw a normal class – today there was no shouting, 
nothing. That’s the thing which I’ve achieved – I can do that. But there 
is a downside to that also. The downside is – are they really capturing 
in the way they would remember, or are they just going to forget? A lot 
of concepts that I’ve learnt is already erased from my memories.  So 
one of the objectives is – whatever you teach they have to remember;  
or at least keep some bits and pieces with them you see.”
In the first segment the teacher expressed his disappointment that although he tried his 
best  to  impart  the  knowledge  to  his  students,  yet  they  failed  to  internalize  his 
teachings. The important point that he brought up is that the students are not merely 
passive learners but active stakeholders in learning. This can be gleaned from the fact 
that they only internalized inputs which interest them, and discard whatever that does 
not appeal to them, regardless of its importance. The next portion reveals the poignant 
point of learning – the teachers can only provide the information, but the onus is on 
the students to acquire and retain the knowledge. 
To put it  succinctly, teacher can facilitate and assist the students’ learning but they 
cannot learn on their behalf. Interestingly, some of my interviewees also asserted that 
being a teacher is closer to being a surrogate parent in the sense that teachers are 
partly  responsible  for  the  up-bringing  of  the  child.  More  importantly,  such  a 
perception signals that as a ‘primary agent of socialization’, teachers have to try to 
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instill certain norms and values in the students. However this might not be an easy 
task simply because teachers have to overcome any ‘negative cultural capital’ that the 
children might have acquired from home or even from any other previous schooling 
experience. This is especially so in the case of secondary school students, the majority 
whom  had  undergone  six  years  of  primary  schooling  prior  to  their  secondary 
education.  Along the  way,  they might  have  acquired the  aversion  towards  certain 
subjects since they performed poorly. Most importantly, the schooling experience has 
molded certain pre-conceived notions as well as stereotypes of teachers. 
Thus, this paper specifically seeks to examine the nuances that are embedded in the 
teacher-student relationship, and will not focus upon the academic workload or the 
teacher-parent  relationship.  These  unexplained  areas  might  serve  as  a  source  of 
inspiration for further research. Finally, toward the last section of this chapter I shall 
outline the basic framework used in analyzing the coping strategies of teachers, and I 
propose  to  perceive  these  coping  strategies  as  a  means  of  ‘resisting  resistance’. 
Bearing this guide in mind, we shall now proceed to draft the literature review of 
teacher’s coping strategies.
Resisting Resistance: The Hidden Transcripts of Teachers
In this section we shall focus upon the literature on the coping strategies of teachers 
and examine the different kinds of resistance that teachers have to deal with, such as 
the ‘external’ or ‘internal’ resistance. These two concepts would be further elaborated 
in the latter part of the chapter. Meanwhile, the intellectual task at hand is to attempt 
to establish a framework for the analysis of the coping strategies of teachers. Hereby I 
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propose to use  Scott’s  framework of the ‘hidden transcript’ which ‘characterize(s) 
discourse  that  takes  place  “offstage”,  beyond direct  observation by power  holders 
(and)  it  consists  of  those  offstage  speeches,  gestures,  and  practices  that  confirm, 
contradict, or inflect what appears in the public transcript’ (1990:04). 
The primary aim of this research is to delve into the alternative meaning system that 
teachers construct in response to the constraints that they face in their everyday life. 
Rather  than  giving  up  and  retreating  from the  system by quitting,  these  teachers 
continued  to  stay  on.  Indeed,  the  undermining  of  their  ‘legal-rational’ authority 
(Weber, 1920) over certain students demands for the creation of alternative forms of 
engagement with them. Interestingly, while Scott primarily examines the ‘ideal-types’ 
of the subordinated such as the slavery, serfdom and caste, what I attempt to do in this 
research is to focus upon how those who are perceived to dominate (i.e. the teachers) 
actually have to negotiate very cautiously with the subordinates (i.e. the students) in 
order to achieve the desired outcome. As Scott mentioned that 
“If  the  weak  have  obvious  and  compelling  reasons  to  seek  refuge 
behind a mask when in the presence of power, the powerful have their 
own  compelling  reasons  for  adopting  a  mask  in  the  presence  of 
subordinates.  Thus  for  the  powerful  as  well  there  is  typically  a 
disparity between the public transcript deployed in the open exercise of 
power  and  the  hidden  transcript  expressed  safely  only  offstage” 
(1990:10).
54
Resisting Resistance: The Coping Strategies of Teachers
Thus, drawing inspiration from his notion that the powerful have their own hidden 
transcripts, I  shall  attempt to document it  in this research paper,  and subsequently 
argue  that  the  hidden  transcripts  are  actually  the  so-called  ‘coping  strategies’ of 
teachers. Indeed, the implicit assumption underlying coping strategies acknowledges 
that teachers face certain resistances that challenge their ability to handle it. Hence it 
is  in  this arena that  the power  struggle becomes apparent  and one recognizes  the 
limitations of formal authority, as well as witnesses the ingenuity of individuals who 
attempt  to  utilize  other  means  to  assert  their  will  over  others,  such  as  the 
transformation of authority from ‘legal-rational’ authority to ‘charismatic’ authority in 
order to gain the students’ support and co-operation. Such a transformation is apparent 
when teachers articulate that they have to appeal to students on a personal basis – 
either in terms of certain personal qualities such as friendliness, or in terms of the 
physical presentation of their self in terms of their dressing.
More specifically, the coping strategies of teachers are in fact a response in order to 
overcome the external and internal resistances they might encounter during their work 
and this is what is meant by ‘resisting resistance’. As Lortie pointed out that “(T)he 
most obvious test of one’s achievement – student behavior – is also stringent when 
one uses these standards;  noncompliant  behavior,  lack of enthusiasm for study,  or 
failure to learn remind the teachers that his work is not accomplished” (1975: 116). 
Therefore,  in  order  to  cope successfully the  teachers  either  have  to  resolve  these 
issues,  or  at  least  be  able  to  derive  reasonable  explanations  for  their  continued 
existence, which we shall examine in the following sections.
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Resisting Resistance: What Resistance?
Following from the above discussion, we shall now try to delineate the context of our 
study by examining the exact aspects that teachers need to cope with. Previously we 
have posed the query as to why should the exercise of teacher’s authority be vague 
and unstable by nature, and hereby we shall attempt to answer this question. Indeed, 
the exercise of teacher authority is vague and unstable by nature simply because it is 
very difficult to anticipate the occurrence of conflicting events. As Wettasing noted, 
‘no matter how well you may have thought you have planned for possible disruptions, 
your  students  may  still  surprise  you  and  throw  you  off-balance’  (2004:154). 
Moreover,  any  form  of  reaction  against  the  event  would  have  unintended  or 
unexpected repercussions that are even less predictable. As one of my respondents 
pointed out,
“Basically for me is, I’ll give them a chance to redeem themselves by 
asking them questions in class. So in a sense it earns them the right to 
sit down lah, you get what I mean. One thing is it ensures that they 
learn as well, because they are trying to answer your question – so they 
learn. So another thing is that you also sent out a warning to the class 
lah: it is not that I did not punish him, but it’s just that he earn the right 
– I mean he sort of earn it back to sit down lah. In that sense that is 
what I do lah, because you have to punish him, but you don’t want to 
make it to the point whereby he basically hates your class. Then he’ll 
not learn even more.”
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Other than the contingent nature of the conflict as well as its resolution, it is apparent 
that there are many aspects of their job that teachers need to cope with – such as the 
amount of work they are assigned to do, the demands of the school authorities and 
parents, as well as their accountability regarding their students’ performance. In this 
study, the coping strategies of teachers refer primarily to how teachers actually get 
their  students  to  work  with  them  in  order  to  achieve  certain  outcomes.  But  as 
Ballantine pointed perceptively, it is not only the teachers who can impose their goals 
on students, but students themselves have their own demands that have to be met as 
well: 
“…students today have a need to be entertained; they expect instant 
gratification. Attention spans are shorter. They need more attention, are 
harder  to  please,  have  higher  expectations  of  teachers,  are  less 
willingly to put  forth effort  to  learn,  and are motivated by external 
rather internal rewards” (1997:220). 
Within the local context, the more exact challenges that teachers have to cope with are 
usually  ‘disruption  of  classes,  inattention,  not  bringing  books  to  class,  not  doing 
homework and using foul  language or swearing’ (STU, 1995).  In situations when 
students resist learning, we shall try to understand how teachers come to terms with it. 
The focus upon this situation stems from the fact that despite disappointments, the 
majority  of  teachers  somehow manage  to  pull  through and  move on.  Indeed,  the 
importance  of  examining  this  positive  behaviour  is  to  document  the  challenges 
teachers face in dealing with their respective students, and to understand how teachers 
cope with it.     
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Teachers  encounter  some  resistance  from their  students  at  the  very  start  of  their 
association with one another. This inherent resistance emerges from the very fact that 
classroom rules have to be set prior to any engagements. As Hoyle mentioned, ‘before 
any of the broader social roles can be adequately performed, the teacher must be able 
to control his class…the element of control is fundamental to all sets of expectations 
concerning the teacher’ (1969: 42). The rules not only aim to instil a sense of order, 
but more importantly they serve the purpose of mediating the resistance – and enforce 
a sense of legal rationality which can be used to allocate blame appropriately if either 
party fails to adhere to it. 
Yet  as  I  was  going  about  my  fieldwork,  one  of  the  questions  that  was  raised 
repeatedly by my respondents was ‘coping with what?’ They indicated that there were 
many different  areas  that  require  coping.  From the  data,  I  deduced that  there  are 
actually two distinct arenas of resistance. Firstly is the more apparent and obvious 
resistance that stems from the students, which I conceptualize as ‘external resistance’, 
while another area of resistance actually comes from the teachers’ own interpretations 
of the situation, which I identify as ‘internal resistance’. It should be noted that they 
are not mutually exclusive, but are inter-related. The notion of ‘external resistance’ 
encompasses the difficulties which emerge from the external environment (i.e.  the 
students) and includes behaviors such as undermining the teacher’s authority, being 
‘unmotivated’ in studying, etc. On the other hand, the internal resistance results from 
the teacher’s own interpretations of the situations, as well as personal bias due to their 
own schooling experiences. As one of my interviewees articulated an apt illustration 
of the internal resistance
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“Learning wise – err, because I do compare with what I face here. I 
compare my students – what kind of difficulties the students here are 
facing – with what I went through also. So I always put myself (in their 
shoes): if I am in this class, what is going to happen to me? And I see 
that, here in the classes I teach, students can be very disruptive. And 
there will be a few people who want to learn, and… these people are 
actually deprived of what they are supposed to get because of another 
group of students. And if I have been in that kind of environment, I do 
not think I will be here today. Because probably in that environment 
my grades would have been affected – most things would have been 
affected – I will probably have been influenced. And I do not think I 
will have gone past secondary stage you see…And I was like – in that 
school I was considered to be from the bottom classes you know – 
below-average classes. In T Secondary I was from those classes. But 
yet in that rank, I did not see this kind of environment (that we have 
here). That was different from what I see. I tend to compare. Of course 
we  were  an  independent  school,  and  you  cannot  compare  a 
neighborhood school with an independent school. But you cannot help 
it you see.”
Thus,  is  it  apparent  that  the  ‘internal  resistance’ is  molded  from  the  teachers’ 
individual  educational  experiences,  and  it  can  be  quite  powerful  in  shaping  the 
expectations – whether high or low – which the teachers transposed upon the students. 
Mostly importantly, due to the Ministry of Education stringent recruiting requirements 
that demand good academic performance, it must be recognized that the majority of 
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teachers tends to be ‘good students’ who had very different educational experiences 
from most of the difficult students that they might be teaching. This would eventually 
cause a certain stress for the teachers when they have to teach students whose idea of 
‘school’ is rather different from them. 
External Resistance: The Students
One  of  the  fundamental  issues  that  teachers  have  to  deal  with  is  the  category 
‘students’,  and  in  this  section  I  will  attempt  to  deconstruct  this  concept,  and  to 
elucidate the covert  contradictions associate  with it.  To the teachers,  there can be 
numerous areas which require coping, such as the workload, the students’ parents, and 
even their own ‘family-and-work’ balance. However, what attracted my interest most 
and led to the most difficult question was how teachers coped with students. This is 
because ‘the primary reciprocal role for the teacher is that with the student’ (Brophy 
and  Good,  1974;  c.f.  Ballantine,  2001:  176)  and  the  teacher-student  relations 
encompass  some of  the  most  profound  contradictions,  such  as  the  “involvement-
detachment dilemma”, as poignantly pointed by Hoyle
“One of the fundamental problems of the teacher is the involvement-
detachment  dilemma  i.e.  how  a  teacher  can  become  personally 
involved with his pupils and reduce the social distance between them 
in  order  to  motivate  them  whilst  at  the  same  time  retaining  his 
authority” (1969: 62).
Indeed, this idea was echoed by one of my interviewees, who remarked that
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“I mean…obviously I try to reach out to them loh, because in the sense 
that…yah lah…sometimes I just try to reach out to them loh, hopefully 
that I can mix with them normally as a friend lah. If a friend talks to 
you compared to a superior who talks to you, you’ll tend to, uhm, pay 
more attention to your friend. So, naturally for me I feel I am going 
towards that line lah, in the sense whereby you know hopefully I can 
win them over like something of a friend…But then again as I say lah, 
you will be too emotionally attached when something happens. It’s not 
to say that it is bad lah – but imagine let’s say you are in charge of say, 
6  classes.  Each class  you have 40 – so  you have 240 students.  So 
imagine if you are really…I mean emotionally attached to – you really 
worry about every one of them, and even for those who don’t  care 
about their work – it still takes a toll on you.”
Indeed, the teacher-and-student relations require a very delicate balance – teachers 
must not be overtly close to the students lest they step over the line and undermine the 
teacher’s  authority.  Yet,  if  the line is  drawn too rigidly,  the teacher might end up 
appearing aloof from the students. Such as scenario will have its own repercussions in 
the sense that the teacher would jeopardize the rapport with the learners who would be 
less  likely  to  cooperate  with  the  teacher  in  return.  This  point  is  reflected  in  the 
practice of some teachers who gave their personal mobile phone’s number to their 
students. These teachers chose to build a closer bond with their students, while other 
teachers do not subscribe to that noted that  they need to have their own personal life 
separated from work.  In addition,  there are other  teachers  who disagree with this 
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practice  because  they  felt  that  there  ought  to  be  a  respectable  distance  between 
teachers and students. As one of my respondents shared:
“Right from the beginning I appear to them to be very strict. I am not 
like the young teachers where, you know, you laugh and you give hand 
phone  numbers.  Right  from the  start  I  draw  the  line  that  I’m  the 
teacher and there are some things you have to get done and there are 
something I have to get done. But at the end of the day, as the time 
goes by,  the students respect me and I respect them and I think we 
understand each other.”
Furthermore,  teachers  are  required  to  balance  an  array  of  confounding  –  if  not 
contradictory – actions with their students. On one hand they are required to reward as 
well as to punish. On the other hand they are perceived to be the ones charting the 
development of the students while telling them that ‘only they can help themselves’. 
In other words, teachers represent a source of dependency as well as independence for 
their students which can lead to misunderstandings, and even conflicts of interests. 
Indeed,  this  is  clearly  illustrated  by  the  fact  that  although  many  teachers 
acknowledged their role in assisting to students to learn, they also pointed that it is the 
students’ attitude towards learning which would determine whether they do well or 
not. As one of my interviewees remarked: 
“I  mean there’s  nothing much we can do  about  it.  We can’t  really 
change. It’s difficult to change lah, in that sense. So, just let it numb 
loh, after we’re numb we realized that, we are doing our best already 
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what – whether they want to listen or don’t want to listen it’s up to 
them. Right or not? I can’t be forcing stuff down their throat. So we 
just do the best we can loh. So hopefully, we’re just praying everyday 
lah – that they wake up lah.”
Most importantly, though it is more appropriate to conceptualize that a ‘dialectical 
relationship’ exists between teaching and learning, where ‘each being a condition of 
the other’s existence and progression’ (Curra, 2003: 4), there is still a prevailing tacit 
belief that teachers are mainly responsible for their students’ academic achievements. 
In other words,  teachers’ actions are perceived to have a direct  impact upon their 
students’ achievements. However, as Ho stressed
“…a teacher has to work with the raw materials he is given. Certain 
factors like overcrowded classes and poorer resources might hamper 
him…also a teacher does not have – as a single actor – control over a 
student’s  performance since other  teachers,  the principal,  the school 
culture  and  the  student’s  family  all  count  too…with  a  diversity  of 
actors, causal factors and student outcomes involved, how can one pin 
down  accurately  which  accounts  for  student  achievement?”  (The 
Straits Times Review, 27/03/2006, p.g.17)
Hence from the above statement it is obvious that one of the challenges that teachers 
need to overcome is to match the myth that teachers always have positive impact upon 
the students’ academic achievements. In other words, the gap between teaching and 
learning becomes non-existent and teaching is equated to learning. There is no doubt 
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that teachers can have certain impact upon students – but to assume that a causal 
relationship exists between the teacher’s efforts and the students’ performances and to 
insist that such impact translates directly into tangible outcomes such as good grades 
is a challenge that teachers are facing. Indeed, it is impossible for students to achieve 
just based exclusively upon their teachers’ endeavors. In fact, before the students can 
even attain these goals, they have to be taught about the legitimacy of such outcomes, 
and to accept the “hard work ethic” which is required from them in order to achieve 
these results. 
Indeed, a certain kind of resistance that teacher face in their day-to-day interactions is 
the perceived ‘lack of motivation’ in students.  This  so called ‘lack of motivation’ 
manifests  itself  in  different  forms  ranging  from being  inattentive  in  class  to  not 
submitting the assignments on time. This resistance is the reason why teachers have to 
influence students to accept the desirability of good grades and to accept the work 
ethic which is required for academic achievement. Moreover, the teachers’ work – and 
the  goals  they are  to  achieve  –  has  always  been  compounded by the  complexity 
between  the  “latent  function”  and  the  “manifest  function”  (Merton,  1968)  of 
schooling. It is no longer enough for teachers to merely provide facts and knowledge, 
they  have  also  to  instill  in  students  values  such  as  motivation,  perseverance, 
determination,  etc  and  build  their  self-esteem.  Such  values  would  facilitate  the 
assimilation of the syllabus as well as drive the students’ achievements. For instance, 
as some of the teachers related
“…other problems include things like motivational problems, whereby 
students got low self-esteem, so you realized that,  to them ah, they 
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think they are failures. So they cannot work lah. So unless the teacher 
does something to motivate them, to them, they are gone lah.”
“…if the whole class is like you know…every lesson you go in is like 
this – they are not bothered – then I think number one is: you’ve failed; 
number two: don’t waste your time lah. The main thing for the teacher 
who faces such a thing to think about is how you are going to win them 
over. Put aside your syllabus; put aside your whatever; sit down and 
think about working to get them.”
“…the problem is that the students are very reluctant to absorb – if 
they are reluctant, they are closed. So how are we going to do it? The 
more  we force  it,  the  wall  will  be  thicker;  it’s  very hard  for  us  to 
penetrate through. The more you try to impart them the knowledge, 
and if they are not interested in D&T or they are not interested in that 
particular topic they will just switch off – they’ll not listen; or they will 
just stare at you and look quietly; and later on when they do their work, 
they will not be able to answer, alright…sometimes ‘how to motivate 
them’ that  is  the question itself  and we are still  doing that.  We are 
always discussing – with my colleagues – how are we going to get 
these  people  drilled  and  how  are  we  going  to  get  these  people 
interested in solving questions, in answering questions.”
Thus, it is apparent that one of the key tasks of teacher is to assist the students in 
developing a  certain outlook towards  education and to induce them to  accept  the 
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‘rules of the game’ as well as to recognize the legitimacy of the rewards (i.e. good 
grades,  praise from the teacher,  etc).  In other  words,  teachers have to handle two 
distinct kinds of curriculum – one which focuses upon the ‘explicit content of the 
curriculum’ (Calhoun, 1997: 322) such as the different academic subjects. The other 
one is  the ‘implicit  curriculum of socialization’ whereby students  are  supposed to 
acquire certain behaviour traits or attitudes which would enable them to perform well 
in their studies.
Internal Resistance: The Prejudice of One’s Past
Interestingly, another aspect of resistance actually stems from the teachers’ themselves 
– especially their preconceived notions about the students. This notion is derived from 
Reay’s study of mothers’ involvement in their children’s schooling, where she noted 
‘the  impact  of  women’s  own  past  educational  experiences  on  their  contemporary 
activities in support of children’s education’ (1998: 59), and pointed out that ‘mothers 
as the parent who is either enhancing or holding back children’s educational progress’ 
(1998: 55). Indeed, the teachers’ own prior educational experiences exert a certain 
influence on how they perceive and treat the students, which subsequently influence 
the students’ performance under their guidance. An apt illustration would be the cases 
whereby the teachers share a very different educational background (i.e. from elite 
schools) and some of them remarked that they had a culture shock when they first 
taught at neighbourhood schools – they had difficulty comprehending the students’ 
difficulties and thus thought that it was beyond their means to assist such students. 
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Moreover, it should be recognized that most, if not all teachers, are products of the 
local education system. More significantly, due to the selection process they tend to 
be the ones who managed to survive the system with a certain degree of success. 
Indeed,  the Ministry of Education have an ‘admission criteria for teaching’ which 
stipulates that teachers are supposed to have a certain ‘entry qualifications’ in order to 
be accepted into the profession.  (Ministry of Education,  2006)   In  short,  teachers 
themselves have not merely ‘been there – done that’, but they also literally ‘did it’ in 
the sense that they had attained a certain level of accomplishment and demonstrated 
their  competency  as  students.  Thus,  teachers  carry  within  themselves  their  own 
experiences of the education system, and tend to make sense of their students’ plight 
in relation to their own. Interestingly, because they themselves managed to do quite 
well in the schooling system, their personal experience would be rather different from 
the students who are struggling to survive within such a system. As one respondent 
pointed out
 
“…you feel…because I feel that I am not like this; I’ve not come out 
like this; so why are these people (students) like this? What kinds of 
situations are they facing, and why are they reacting in these ways?”
Furthermore,  some common sentiments expressed by the teachers are that ‘students 
are getting worst’; ‘the students in the past were not like that’. Teachers appear to 
have this notion that students are increasingly harder to deal with. However, a teacher 
provided an interesting counter perspective by noting that the ‘bad’ students now were 
about  the  same  as  in  the  past  because  he  happened  to  share  similar  schooling 
experiences with them. As he related,
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“In fact I am a normal academic student – that is from Secondary 1 to 
Secondary 5.  At  that  time my class is  almost the same as  now the 
Secondary 5 students; the behaviour is very rowdy things like that; like 
for example today they have the “X Workshop” (but) they don’t come. 
I was like them also. So for me – it’s the same as them lah – basically 
got this type of redundant things we’ll not come to school – we’ll skip 
class things like that; especially after exams alright... In fact I can see 
the image of myself – when I was in Secondary 5. Last time this was 
how I behaved – now I’m a teacher – and this is what I did last time, 
you see. So sometimes when they skip class,  I can understand why 
they skip class.”
Lastly, the teachers’ life experience does have a big impact on how they perceive their 
own coping strategies. For example, one of the teachers mentioned that,
“Why am I  able  to  hold  on?  It’s  because  I  am able  to  understand 
students; and why am I able to understand my students? It’s because 
along the way I actually met this kind of people…in National Service, 
I was classified with a lot of people who are from ITE; people who just 
finished  secondary  education.  So  they  were  all  with  me  –  it’s  not 
necessary all  ‘A’ – level people. So through that I learn to adapt to 
different kind of people.”
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Hence identification with your students have an impact on how you see your students 
and subsequently will influence the types of coping strategies that teachers devise in 
response to resistance in the classroom.
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Chapter Four
In this chapter, we shall now turn our attention upon the different kinds of coping 
strategies that teachers construct in response to the challenges that they face in their 
everyday  life.  As  mentioned  earlier,  the  conceptualization  of  coping  strategies 
encompasses  the ‘thinking,  feeling,  or  acting  so  as  to  preserve  a  satisfied 
psychological state when it is threatened’ (2001: 4) and here I shall elaborate on what 
teachers think, feel and act when they respond to such challenges. In addition, rather 
than  limiting  the  role  of  their  coping  strategies  to  the  mere  maintenance  of  a 
reasonable  psychological  state,  they are  actually  a  means  to  maintain  a  workable 
relationship with students which implies that “control must be maintained, work must 
be  ordered  and  the  students’  interest  must  be  aroused  and  sustained”  (Lortie 
1975:152). However, at this juncture we need to point that these three frameworks – 
namely  the  thinking,  feeling  and  acting  –  are  not  mutually  exclusive  but  are 
interrelated simply because coping is a process and often required a combination of 
all three aspects according to the situations. In fact, these three aspects underline the 
entire coping process. In the following section, I shall elaborate upon how teachers 
shape their thinking in order to cope with the demands that students imposed upon 
them. More specifically, I aim to detail the rationalization of certain limitations, and 
show how teachers  derive such an approach as  well  as  the feasibility of  such an 
approach.
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Explaining it away: The Rationalization of Limitations 
Through the analysis of the data, it appears that one of the main coping strategies 
which  teachers  use  in  their  everyday life  is  the  rationalization  of  limitations.  As 
knowledge workers, they do acquire a degree of reflexivity which enables them to 
have a bird’s-eye view of the situation and allows them to deduce other forms of 
relations which constraint their efforts and effectively diffuse their responsibility. In 
other words, they acknowledge that they also experience a “glass-ceiling” in terms of 
the  effectiveness  of  their  teaching due  to other  factors.  For  instance,  most  of  the 
teachers  recognize  that  family  background  has  a  certain  impact  on  the  students’ 
receptivity towards schooling and hence they are extremely emphatic towards their 
students’ background. As one of my respondents emphasized
“So now that I know – I mean I am able to see more things. I am able 
to understand…that things are just not as perfect as we want…as what 
we thought of lah, and organizations are not perfect.  And erm – not  
every  student  is  going  to  have  the  same  kind  of  decent  family 
background that some of us have. So it’s like – all these things have 
actually made me able to understand my present students’ situations  
and be accommodating to them. Rather than looking at things – you 
know  if  I  happen  to  have  that  mindset  that  I  had  when  I  was  in 
secondary school, I think two months down here I’ll have just given 
up.”
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The irony here is that this reflexivity not only permits them to conceive innovative 
ways of  handling the  students,  but  it  also allows them to  effectively explain  and 
account for any failure. After all, most of the students would be able to go through the 
system without any major problems and often it is just a small number which are 
problematic. Moreover, the problematic students usually acquire a certain degree of 
notoriety in the school  and teachers themselves do generate certain stereotypes  of 
these students. Once these stereotypes are recognized by the majority of the teaching 
staff, individual teachers are less pressured to ensure that these students “make it” in 
their respective classes. In fact, certain classes or even certain streams are stereotyped 
and the poor  performances are subsequently buffered by the lowered expectations 
teachers have of these students. Besides, rather than focusing exclusively on the poor 
results  of  the  students  in  their  classes,  teachers  also  balance  their  perspective  by 
taking into account their good performance in other classes – many teachers pointed 
out  that  they were quite  happy when they managed to get  the students to  master 
certain tasks or concepts. Thus, teachers are able to create meanings of the students’ 
behaviors and to impose their own interpretation of any un-cooperative actions. They 
usually attribute the reasons to the students’ idiosyncrasy, and seldom to their own 
lacking. As one of my respondents pointed,
“…Normally like those students whereby very badly-behaved huh, you 
ask around, all the teachers would teach, whether it is the same in their 
class or only for your class.  Because sometimes it might be that he 
does not like your subject. So you have a problem. But you realized 
that  if  he  is  disruptive  throughout  all  the  classes  –  then  he  is  a 
problem.”
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The  interesting  feature  is  that  teachers  need  not  go  through  any formal,  certified 
course to attain this knowledge, but rather they derive it from the “hidden curriculum” 
which is casually known as “teaching experience”. What this “teaching experience” 
entails  is  the exposure to  various situations which allows the teachers to  create a 
repertoire  of  responses.  In  other  words,  the  “teaching  experience”  facilitates  the 
formulation of “recipe decisions” (Musgrave, 1978:34) by instilling “vocabularies of 
motives” to equip teachers with answers to rationalize their actions and to restrict the 
number of possible alternatives. For example, when asked how he would deal with 
problematic students, one of my respondents replied
“Sometimes, these students who give you a lot of problems – I’ll just 
pull them out and put them aside first. The normal students they will 
just  go  on  –  we  will  do  the  normal  teaching;  let  them  do  their 
homework. Then we will deal with the problem students.”
The important point here is that teachers are not relegating their entire responsibility, 
but they do acknowledge that there is certain limitations such as the receptivity of the 
students which imposes upon what they can hope to achieve. Such an assessment 
relieves them from a certain amount of responsibility and allows them to live with the 
imperfections. Another apt illustration would be the dilemma of what Lortie termed as 
“inclusive teaching” (1975: 115) whereby there is the explicit aim or assumption that 
it is the teacher’s duty to ensure that all students should receive comparable benefits 
from the education. However, the reality is that not every student will reap similar 
gains from the classes – there are bound to be some students who would derive more 
than others. As one of my interviewees underlined
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“And  I  see  that,  here  in  the  classes  I  teach,  students  can  be  very 
disruptive. And there will be a few people who want to learn, and erm, 
these people are actually deprived of what they are supposed to get 
because  of  another  group  of  students…you  are  there  to  deliver 
something.  I  think  you  want  whatever  you  deliver  to  go  into  your 
students. At the end of the day out of a class of 40, at least you hope 
that 10 of them you can actually talk to them and make them into better 
people in the future.”
In addition, teachers themselves are able to recognize the ‘dialectical  relationship’ 
(Curra, 2003: 4) between teaching and learning. Thus they rationalize that they can 
only be responsible for the former and no so much for the latter. Moreover, they have 
to be contented with selective successes. As my respondent elaborated further
“I think this one you have to measure the students’ reactions. In my 
case I don’t plan too much. If I find that they are not deserving – then I 
do the minimum myself…It’s their  response and their results.  Their 
response; their results…need to talk to them a bit  – see the general 
response from the class. If they are in the lesson with you; then I think 
they deserve to be given a chance. But if the whole class is like you 
know…every lesson you go in is like this – they are not bothered – 
then I think number one is: you’ve failed; number two: don’t waste 
your time lah.”
Another respondent echoed similar sentiments when he related that
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“…for those people who simply don’t  like (the subject)  alright,  we 
cannot just simply tell them to drop (the subject). No. We have to keep 
motivating  them,  encourage  them.  But  ultimately  the  choice  is 
theirs….you have to make the right choice. If  you make the wrong 
choice, you have to face the consequences. What we have done is we 
try to motivate you, we try to push you but do you take it or not? If he 
doesn’t take it; if he decides to go down – what can we do? We can’t 
help them.”
Interestingly, teachers not only recognize the role students have in dictating their own 
learning, but also acknowledge that students can impede the learning process via their 
own  choice.  Ultimately,  the  epitome  of  this  process  of  rationalization  is  the 
development  of  the  ‘taste  of  necessity’,  whereby  teachers  do  what  they  deem is 
necessary given the situation. Rationalization in this sense gives rise to pragmatism, 
and teachers have to do what is rational and pragmatic, which is dictated by the notion 
of necessity. 
Acquiring the “Taste of Necessity”
Following  from the  preceding  paragraphs,  we  shall  now turn  our  focus  upon the 
acquisition of the ‘taste of necessity’. Indeed, it has been noted that alongside the 
formal curriculum of that school, which encompasses the various teaching subjects, 
there exists an informal curriculum which had been conceptualised as the ‘hidden 
curriculum’. The latter is concerned with ‘a set of unwritten rules of behaviour that 
prepare children for the world outside the family…and is designed to mould students 
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into good cogs in the modern industrial world’ (Calhoun et al, 1997:323). However, 
for  the  purpose  of  this  study,  I  shall  employ  Snyder’s  definition  of  the  ‘hidden 
curriculum’ as the “implicit demands (as opposed to the explicit obligations of the 
‘visible curriculum’) that are found in every learning institution and which students 
have  to  find  out  and  respond  to  in  order  to  survive  within  it”  (c.f.  Ballantine, 
1997:196).  Indeed,  the  suitability  of  the  latter  lies  in  the  fact  that  it  explicitly 
articulates  the  theme of  survival,  which  is  in  tandem with  the  notion  of  coping. 
Interestingly,  the  application  of  this  particular  concept  has  already  exceeded  its 
original scope, and extensive use of this analytical tool can be found in various studies 
ranging from tertiary education  (Margolis  et  al,  2001) to  the  workplace  (Garrick, 
1998). Thus, it is evident that this conceptual tool is not merely restricted to students, 
but could be extended to the teachers as well. In this section, we shall examine the 
hidden curriculum of  teachers,  and subsequently understand how they acquired ‘a 
taste  for  necessity’,  which  ‘implies  a  form  of  adaptation  to  and  consequently 
acceptance of the necessary’ (Bourdieu, 1989:372) that is incorporated in their coping 
strategies.
One of the central themes that commands constant contestation from teachers is the 
conception of ‘choice’, and parallels what Reid perceives as ‘autonomy’ (1978: 112). 
Regarding the organization of school, the availability of choice is a luxury that few 
teachers can afford. For instance, classes are assigned to teachers and they seldom 
have a say regarding the classes that they teach. In addition, teachers are not allowed 
to decide which students they would like to have in their class, hence the teachers 
usually have to accept the heterogeneity of students that are in the class and then cater 
to their respective needs. Indeed, due to the ‘myth of professionalism’ (Reid, 1978), 
76
Resisting Resistance: The Coping Strategies of Teachers
there is a perception that all teachers are suitable to take any classes so long as they 
have undergone the required training course. Interestingly, all the teachers go through 
a standardised training program that does not provide specialized training to teachers 
who  have  to  cater  to  the  more  demanding  students  that  come  from the  Normal 
Academic and Normal Technical streams. Teachers are expected to develop their own 
methods  of  engaging  the  students  via  appropriate  means.  Moreover,  teachers  are 
expected  to  convince  their  students  to  co-operate  through  the  use  of  extensive 
reasoning. However, the drawback is that not every student would respond positively 
to this method, and the use of more overt coercion tends to breed antagonism and 
resistance. 
The assertion that teachers undergo the hidden curriculum can be supported by the 
fact  that  each and every teacher  creates  certain  methods to  deal  with the  infinite 
problems that  he or  she experiences.   In  fact,  the notion of  ‘working experience’ 
which  is  articulated by teachers  is  precisely the  knowledge gain  from the  hidden 
curriculum. Indeed, when I asked the teachers if they have any ‘instruction manuals’ 
which they can refer to in dealing with the students, they often indicated that there is 
no  such  codified  form  of  knowledge.  What  they  draw  upon  is  their  informal 
assessment of the situation based upon their ‘working experience’ and they try to find 
a similar case that they have come across and try to apply the same solution. Just as 
the  formal  curriculum  yield  credentials,  the  hidden  curriculum  constitutes  one’s 
‘working experience’ – whereby there is no formal recognition of the acquisition of 
this particular knowledge in terms of credentials – and the ‘taste of necessity’ is a key 
component. 
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The notion of the ‘taste of necessity’ is an important feature of the teachers’ work life 
that includes two facets, one of which is the teachers’ ability to determine what is 
necessary for their students. For instance, teachers seem to be keenly aware of what is 
required for the students to grasp their lessons and are constantly striving towards 
what they perceive to be essential – even though their students might not agree or 
appreciate  the  efforts.  An example  would  be  the  common occurrence  of  teachers 
articulating their desires for their students, while lamenting that their students do not 
share  similar  viewpoints.  Another  illustration would be teachers’ usual  practice to 
‘teach from a scratch’ –  or  to  introduce the  ‘long-winded’ or  ‘official’ method in 
solving the sums  before proceeding to teach students ‘short-cuts’. Indeed, the contrast 
here is that teachers perceive that it is necessary to know how to tackle the question in 
a formal way which might not be the most practical, but yet they have to go through 
the motion before they teach the students the ‘easy’ way to solve the questions.
A second aspect  of  the  ‘taste  of  necessity’ stems from the  fact  that  teachers  face 
various demands in terms of perceptions and expectations from different parties. It is 
impossible for teachers to fit into all of them perfectly, and teachers need to define 
their own boundaries as to what is necessary and what is not. For instance, the fact 
that there is a ‘fragmentation of responsibility’ in the sense that there is a limit to what 
teachers can do for the students, and that students themselves are required ‘to help 
themselves’ in achieving the desired academic attainments. Indeed, it has been noted 
that a ‘major source of teacher job-satisfaction derives from pupil success in academic 
attainment’ (Singapore Teacher’s Union, 1985:32). Thus, in cases whereby students 
fail to achieve despite the efforts of the teachers, the latter tends to account for the 
discrepancy in terms of the students’ ‘lack of efforts’ while the teachers already ‘did 
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their best’. Ironically, this notion of ‘doing their best’ does not necessary guarantee 
good grades for the students, and hence is merely the manifestation of ‘a taste for 
necessity’. Therefore, it explains how teachers can circumvent circumstances that are 
contradictory in nature, such as the contrast of teaching as a “job” or a “calling”. The 
concept of the ‘taste of necessity’ cannot be equated with ‘rationality’, as the latter 
conveys a sense of neutrality devoid of emotional engagement due to the segregation 
between  rationality  and  emotions.  In  addition,  the  development  of  the  ‘taste  of 
necessity’ entails a sense of power inequality and delineates a discursive space for the 
discourse of emotions – specifically emotional labour – which we shall examine in the 
following section.
I shall now elucidate the process of acquiring the ‘taste of necessity’ as a viable means 
of coping strategy for the teachers. This particular concept  comes from Bourdieu’s 
analysis of the working class, whereby he notes that
“…Necessity imposes a taste for necessity which implies a form of 
adaptation  to  and  consequently  acceptance  of  the  necessary,  a 
resignation to the inevitable” (2002: 372). 
Interestingly, where teaching is concerned the teachers are face with the problem of 
having to  assure  the achievements  of  their  students.  In  other  words,  the  proof  of 
effective teaching is directly equated with the students’ grades, as a couple of my 
interviewees shared
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“I see it as a factory already so the goal is to get better results for our 
graduating classes…”
“You can develop the person; you may have the quality, you maybe 
developing other people but at the end of the day you are evaluated 
based  on  other  things…like  your  attitude,  your  results.  You  are 
evaluated on that.”
Therefore, teachers’ main priority is to get the students to excel academically. Yet, as I 
mentioned  earlier,  it  is  quite  problematic  to  establish  a  direct  causal  relationship 
between teaching and learning and teachers cannot guarantee the success. In fact, one 
of my respondents pointed that
“…it also depends on the characteristics of that person; if that person is 
really very active and cannot settle down and listen, how much you 
teach them they’ll not take in…So the problem is, when we are not 
able to achieve the goals, is it the student’s fault or the way we teach? 
We always reflect on ourselves: the way we teach – is it correct? Or 
could it be done this way? Or could the other method be better? But 
basically what I see is ‘trial and error’ – we have to try, try, try. So if 
we try this method, we have to look at the results a few months later, 
when they sit for a test. But by then, if let’s say we get the results and 
the results are not good, then we have to try another method. But I’ll 
not say that the method is always fool-proof – sometimes for different 
classes I have to use different methods. So these are the way lah – we 
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always keep changing ourselves. That’s the change environment lah – 
we always change you see.”
Thus, rather than looking at the effectiveness of their teaching, teachers inevitably opt 
to judge their commitment toward their students in terms of the amount of effort they 
put  into  their  work,  regardless  of  whether  their  efforts  are  justly  reflected  in  the 
students’ performance. Indeed, most teachers are wary of equating effort directly to 
the  students  performance because they recognize that  it  takes more  than effort  to 
create the desired results and that many other factors have to be considered.
Feeling: The emotional management of stress
Teachers  are  often  perceived  as  performing  ‘intellectual’ work  epitomized  in  the 
dissemination of knowledge to their students. However, at this juncture it would be 
appropriate  to  point  that  teachers  do  not  merely  execute  ‘intellectual’ work,  but 
perform additional tasks. For instance, they have to ensure the establishment of order 
and the curbing of chaos, which will precede the creation of a conducive environment 
for teaching and learning. However, the former does not arise ‘naturally’, but is a 
product of ‘emotional labour’, which essentially 
‘…requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the 
outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others – 
in this case, that sense of being cared for in a convivial and safe place. 
This kind of labour calls for a coordination of mind and feeling, and it 
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sometimes  draws  on  a  source  of  self  that  we  honour  as  deep  and 
integral to our individuality.’ (Hochschild, 1983:7)
Indeed, “emotional labour” is implicit in Carbines’ formulation of advice to teachers 
that they should ‘care for  kids’ and ‘be a  person in your classroom – be  human’ 
(1989:51).  Essentially,  what  is  being emphasised implicitly is  the need to manage 
one’s  feelings and not merely function like a  robot that  operates with mechanical 
precision. More explicitly, he instruct teachers to ‘keep your “cool” at all times’ and 
have confidence in themselves (1989:52). As one of the teachers revealed that
“I  think if  you can carry yourself;  if  you are  able  to  manage your 
emotions – I  think you are going to face a number of things lah… 
because  for  my case  when  I  came  across  such students  [disruptive 
ones], I will just be lost and don’t know what to do. So it is like I can 
just spend one whole afternoon sitting like stone like this just thinking 
about that. But I am not so anymore. So the solution for this is the 
person has to be very strong – the person has to know how to handle 
situations…So teachers need to be prepared. If they cannot handle this 
kind of things they will feel miserable everyday.”
Additionally, there is an increasing challenge in having to keep one’s cool and having 
to remain positive due to the fact that one has to constantly anticipate the problems 
and to deal with the contingency, as another teacher related,
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“Last  time  when  you  work  outside  you  are  basically  dealing  with 
machines; but now - you are dealing with human – it’s much more 
stressful  when  you  deal  with  humans  as  compared  to  dealing  with 
machines. Because it’s human – every one got emotion and we do not 
expect anyone will behave in the same way; but for machines you can 
expect every machine to behave in the same way. But this one will give 
you problem; next one will give you another problem – surprisingly 
double problem some more. So machine once you got it right it will 
run automatically – it will just run auto; for 24 hours it will just run. 
But this one – it’ll run auto for 15 minutes – the attention gone. So 
that’s the reason. It’s really stressful.”
 
 Closer  inspections  of  the  suggested  methods  highlight  the  fact  that  there  is  an 
emphasis  on  ‘positive’ emotions  as  an  approach  to  deal  with  and  tame  difficult 
relations between students and teachers. However, one interesting aspect is that the 
management of emotions can exceed the range of ‘positive’ emotions exemplified by 
smiles and friendliness, and in some instances, some teachers actually establish order 
by being stern and strict – they display a fierce front so as to instil a sense of fear in 
their students and to coerce them into co-operation, as illustrated by the following 
remark:  ‘(F)ear  of  punishment  is  a  good  starting  point  for  social  discipline’ 
(Dhanabalan, 1978; c.f.  Singapore Teachers’ Union,  1985:19).  Indeed, when being 
asked how he managed to get the students to co-operate with him, my respondent 
replied
“The thing is fear – the moment you raise your voice they have fear.”
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However, on the other end of the spectrum is the need to repress one’s emotions, as 
reflected in the following advice given to teachers in dealing with any difficulties 
faced during the course of work,
‘Firstly, in any difficult situation, you must always remember to remain 
calm. Do not give in to the temptation of throwing in the towel and 
stomping off in an angry fashion’ (Wettasinghe, 2004:154).
Thus, it is apparent that teachers have to perform emotional labour in order to achieve 
their ultimate aims. Though the nature of it can vary over a wide spectrum – from 
displaying positive emotions such as love, to generating fear and having to suppress 
negative emotions such as anger – there is little doubt that teachers go to a great 
expense to obtain co-operation from their students. Indeed, in order to appreciate the 
need to perform emotional labour, there should be the recognition that this is but one 
of the means that teachers can use to establish control over the students.
Acting: The presentation of self & the negotiation of favors
In  this  final  section,  I  shall  document  how teachers  present  themselves  so  as  to 
provide a holistic picture of the coping strategies. This idea of ‘”acting” had been 
studied by Tauber and Mester (1994), who examined in detail the different devices, 
such as “teacher enthusiasm”, that teachers could employ to enhance their lessons. 
However, what is of interest here is not the devices per se, but why they have to resort 
to alternative forms of teaching. In this part, I would like to show that the need to 
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adopt such alternative approach is due to the fact that the former methods of teaching 
– such as mere dictation – no longer appeals to students, and how teachers present 
their materials is becoming increasing as important as the content itself. Moreover, if 
the presentation is poor, it might adversely affect the students’ attitude towards the 
lesson,  as  they  might  perceive  it  to  be  a  “boring  class,  and  that  they  “do  not 
understand” what is being taught. This in turn undermines the teacher’s authority as 
the expert. 
Indeed, where the teacher’s authority is concerned, there appears to be a subtle shift in 
the reliance upon “legal-rational” authority to “charismatic” authority (Weber, 1947). 
“Legal-rational” authority is perceived to be based upon ‘a system of impersonal rules 
that formally specifies the qualifications for occupying a powerful position’ (Ferrante, 
2003:268)  while  the  latter  refers  to  ‘a  type  of  authority  that  derives  from  the 
exceptional  and  exemplary  qualities  of  the  person  who  issues  the  commands’ 
(Ferrante, 2003:366). In other words, teachers’ authority can simply be derived from 
the fact that they are teachers (i.e. their social position); or it could be accorded due to 
the possession of some special personal qualities, such as their personalities (i.e. X-
factor). In other words, this is the essence of becoming a “role-model” for the students 
– someone they look up to and will desire to emulate.
Increasingly teachers realize that they can no longer depend extensively upon “legal-
rational authority” and have to tap into “charismatic authority” due to the fact that the 
former might not be totally acceptable to students. More precisely, they simply might 
not subscribe to the belief that respect should automatically be conferred upon anyone 
who is a teacher and therefore might be unconvinced that they should co-operate with 
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the teachers. For some of the students, respect must be earned, not given. In fact, 
students might even resist the use of “legal-rational authority” simply because they 
might not recognize the legitimacy of such authority. Therefore, teachers have to seek 
other means to get the students to co-operate with them and one particular way for 
teachers to utilize “charismatic authority” is via the “popularity vote”. Rather than 
asserting  their  authority  through  formal  channels,  teachers  are  resorting  to  the 
exercising of ‘soft power’ which translates into “winning the hearts of the students”. 
This coping strategy has a distinctive advantage in the sense that power is shared, and 
that the students are given a sense of empowerment as they can actively choose to 
participate in the student-teacher relationship. As one of the teachers noted, 
“Basically, you have to do your lessons in a way that you can capture 
their  attention.  You must  sell  yourself  lah – that  is  the present  day 
teacher….Of  course  in  current  situations  you  must  be  a  bit… 
acceptable to the students lah. I think one thing is for sure lah – if I 
carry on like this – in this outlook – I’ll be outdated very soon. That 
means…you see this kind of attire, is very formal attire… is a bit old-
fashioned. Kids – they like new things. So if you look at some lady 
teachers – they have this current trend dressing – and they are very 
popular with students. You can carry yourself differently, and seriously 
speaking this is what I have in my mind lah: if I carry on putting on 
weight – definitely I’ll lose my popularity soon. How you look is very 
important. Previously in teaching this wasn’t the case. How you look 
does not matter, as long as you are there to teach the person – its ok. 
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But  now  it’s  just  like  the  corporate  world  out  there  –  I  think 
appearance matters a lot.”
Therefore it is apparent that it is no longer adequate to based one’s authority on the 
basis of being a teacher, but one has to appear appealing to the students so as to gain 
their co-operation. Indeed, there is a gap between the teachers and students in terms of 
their power, but if the source of power is derived from “legal-rational” authority then 
the exercise of such power could be quite problematic. Sometimes knowing more and 
behaving better than the students will not necessary earn their admiration and can 
even widen the gap between the teacher and student. Therefore, in order to assist the 
students in learning, teachers try to accommodate their preferences so long as it is 
within  an  acceptable range.  This  is  reflected in the  fact  that  one of  the  teacher’s 
related that he even have to modify – in the sense of ‘downgrading’ – his demeanor to 
suit the students and gain their acceptance:
“I think you have to bring yourself down to their level…you cannot go 
into a normal academic class and throw out the flowery language that 
you possess – that is one thing I learnt. When you talk you must talk in  
their language. So you need to speak a bit of Hokkien; you need to 
speak a bit of Mandarin; your English – even if it is good, you make it  
bad – to fit them. The point is very simple – one thing is they must 
understand what you are saying in order to gain their attention. If the 
moment they see that you are talking flowery language they will just 
switch off.”
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It must be noted that teachers are able to enhance the relationship between them and 
the  students  via  the  negotiation  of  favors.  The  notion  of  ‘negotiation’ had  been 
stressed by Woods who conceptualized it  as ‘relaxing a rule  in order to  get good 
conduct or reasonable work’ (Reid, 1978: 115; c.f. Woods 1979). In schools, teachers 
have  a  certain authority to  pursue wrongdoings  and to punish students.  However, 
sometimes teachers use this authority to enter into a “barter trade” for the students’ 
co-operation. In certain instances, teachers can choose to ‘let the student off’ so as to 
earn their trust and co-operation in return.  As one of the teachers related,
“They argue with me – I face arguments – but so far after the short 
argument with me they do tone down and they accept their mistake. 
And I’ve this one unique style that is once you accept your mistake – 
ok that’s it – we forget the incident. So just for that factor, sometimes 
they just give in; because they know that once they stop I’m going to 
stop.  That  is  one  unique  factor  but  that  may not  be  very effective 
because you are not sticking onto certain rules you see. For example if 
a student is defiant towards you, the school stance is: you record the 
case and give them demerit points; and defiance carries quite a number 
of demerit points.  In my case, if the fellow is defiant towards me, I’ll  
bring him out and throw out a choice: help you or report you. The 
moment he finishes and he says ‘yah I am not supposed to have done 
that’; okay ‘why?’ and so-and-so? The moment he sees a bit of point 
I’ll say ‘okay, good’ – I mean I’m not going to say anything, don’t 
repeat  it  again  and the  case  is  closed.  Because  to  me I  have  done 
something to – some action – I mean I cannot put it down in words – 
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but I know I’ve done something; and the student also know that I have 
done something, okay, so we close the case. So what happens is it also  
brings us closer together in the sense that he feels that ‘okay today he  
never ‘tekan’ [create trouble for] me by giving me demerit points; and  
he did not embarrassed me in class – he brought me out to talk’ – so 
all these win their favor.”
Therefore it is apparent that teachers do have to negotiate with the students in order to 
achieve  their  goals.  The  negotiation  ranges  from  allowing  some  degree  of  day-
dreaming in class; giving students the opportunity to set the deadline for assignments 
themselves;  and even ensuring that  students get time to complete their  homework 
during lesson time lest they should bring it home and forget to hand it in when it is 
due.  In  fact,  most  of  the  teachers  agree  that  getting  students  to  submit  their 
assignments on time is one of the most problematic issues, and sometimes rather than 
coming to an agreement openly, some teachers have opted to set a deadline which is 
earlier than the actual deadline so as to ensure that all the students will have adequate 
time to submit their work. As a teacher related,
“For handing up work late we encounter most of the time, especially 
for the graduating class – we want to get them to hand up on time. This 
is what we do to the graduating class: the actual deadline we do not let 
them know. For example, the GCE ‘O’ Level deadline is on the 26th 
November;  we would not  let  them know that  26th November is  the 
actual deadline – we will let them know, in fact, 2 or 3 weeks earlier. 
That  means ‘this  is  the date  you must  submit.  If  you don’t  submit 
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you’ll  be  penalized’;  with  that  we  let  them know the  ‘3  weeks  in 
advance’ deadline. So with that – as long as about 80% submit we still 
got buffer to play with. We still got buffer to push for the 20% who 
didn’t submit – we can push for them. With that we have some safety 
zone for ourselves.”
Another interesting example is letting students keep their files in the class cupboards 
so as to minimize conflict (i.e. such as scolding the students who forgot to bring their 
files  to  school  for  submission)  and  to  enhance  efficiency.  In  fact,  many teachers 
recognize the constraints that their students are facing, and as one of them remarked,
“I  understand  why  they  behave  in  this  way,  because  we’ve  gone 
through it and we know why – the reason behind it.”
In  addition,  the  notion of  the  negotiation  of  favours  includes  this  concept  of  the 
‘discipline  of  details’.  In  this  sections  I  will  attempt  to  illuminate  this  particular 
coping strategy that teachers employ – which is based on the assumption that coping 
strategies tend to occur at the ground level and involve mainly minor incidents. An 
example is the fact that school regulations tend to focus on the minutes details – such 
as the hairstyles and attires of the students. The emphasis upon such particularities can 
be  explained  by the  fact  that  power  can  be  generated  from and  implemented  on 
seemingly minor aspects of everyday life. As Said noted, ‘…with no details, (one has) 
no power to change anything very much’ (1996: 27). Hence, extending from Said’s 
insight  that  details  are  imperative  to  the  acquisition  of  power,  I  propose  that  ‘a 
discipline  of  detail’  (Said,  1996:27)  is  a  critical  component  in  achieving  a 
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comprehensive  understanding  of  the  coping  strategies  engaged  by  teachers.  To 
illustrate  the  point,  in  the  schools  that  I  have  done  my fieldwork  in,  I  had  seen 
teachers who went about reminding students to tuck in their shirts and not let in hang 
loosely.  In  one  of  the  schools,  there  was  even  an  incident  whereby the  teachers 
checked upon the students’ hairstyles during the morning assembly, and those students 
whose  hairstyles  do  not  match  the  criteria  were  sent  to  the  barber  for  a  haircut. 
However, this emphasis on details is two-fold – in the event that co-operation might 
be threatened by direct confrontation, teachers may attempt to ‘trivialised’ the matter 
and dismiss it. For instance, as one teacher remarked
“… (If we could) we try not to pursue too much; sometimes we can let  
go we let go; but when there’s something important and we need to 
tighten up we have to tighten up.”
In other words, the details are relegated to the realm of the insignificant. Interestingly, 
it  is  important  to  note  that  the  selectivity that  is  inherent  within  this  process  is 
plausible simply because it is at the micro level. If the transgression should occur on a 
more conspicuous level, the teachers would not have the capacity to choose to ignore 
it.  For example, in one of the schools I went to, there was an incident whereby a 
student pushed the teacher and the matter was reported to the police. The school’s 
stance on this matter is that any physical aggression towards teachers constitutes a 
‘serious’ transgression and thus severe disciplinary action would be taken. Indeed, the 
‘trivialisation’ of conflict is a prominent yet inconspicuous element that is inherent 
within  the  coping  strategies  of  teachers  that  occurs  on  the  micro  level.  Teachers 
cannot afford to be conscious of all the possible problems and attend to every single 
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one of them. Thus, if it can be ignored without serious repercussions, teachers would 
be inclined to do so. 
After an examination of the various coping strategies employed by teachers, we can 
conclude that the coping strategies of teachers do not merely involve overt actions 
like acting, but it also include covert action like changing their thinking and managing 
their emotions. In sum, elements of thinking, feeling and acting are all being infused 
into the various coping strategies of teachers. One interesting observation here is that 
one major feature of the coping strategy is that it relies largely on the individual (i.e. 
the teacher), and shows the substantial power of agency even within a well-structured 
institution such as the school. In the next chapter, we shall pose ourselves the final 
question – what exactly is the significance of the coping strategies, and what does 
‘coping  strategies’ actually  imply? One  major  puzzle  that  concerns  us  is  whether 
‘coping strategies’ are a permanent fixture in schools, or could various policy changes 
enable teachers to accomplished their work without having the need for such coping 
strategies?
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Chapter Five
The focus of this research has been on how teachers negotiate the anomaly between 
the  perceived authority of  teachers  and the actual  exercise  of  their  authority.  The 
central  argument  posits  that  teachers  require  more  that  “formal”  authority  to 
accomplish their “teaching work” and teachers develop a “hidden transcript” which 
encompasses a variety of ways which enables them to meet the demands of teaching 
students and also to account for any failures. In other words, the central theme of this 
research concerns the coping strategies of teachers, and the purport of this paper is to 
document  and  critically  analyse  the  various  coping  strategies  of  teachers  from a 
sociological perspective. The choice of this topic is fuelled by the dual desires to 
investigate the reasons as to why teaching is perceived to be a stressful occupation, 
and more importantly to understand how teachers themselves manage to survive in 
such situations, rather than giving way to “teacher burnout” which refers to
“…an extreme form of role-specific alienation characterized by a sense 
that  one’s  work  is  meaningless  and  that  one  is  powerless  to  effect 
changes which could make the work more meaningful. Further, this 
sense of meaningless and powerlessness is heightened by a belief that 
the  norms  associated  with  the  role  and  the  setting  are  absent, 
conflicting, or inoperative, and that one is alone and isolated among 
one’s colleagues and clients. (Dworkin, 1987: 28)”
By extension,  the  aim of  this  research  is  to  find out  how teachers  overcome this 
phenomenon  of  “burnout”  and  the  sense  of  powerlessness  and  meaninglessness 
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associated with it. What is of interest here is the process whereby teachers seek to 
empower themselves through the subtle acquisition and use of informal authority and 
to derive alternative meanings for the work they are doing despite the stress they are 
facing. For instance, rather than having an idealistic notion of what a teacher should 
be,  many teachers redefined their scope of responsibility in accordance to what is 
necessary. The question as to why teaching is a stressful job is due to the fact that 
teachers  have  to “resist  resistance” in terms of  overcoming the  students’ negative 
attitude towards schooling and to gain consensus for a common learning objective. 
Despite the publicity of the complaints concerning the plight of teachers, there has 
been very little research on their coping strategies in the Singapore context. A pointed 
presentation of this phenomenon is reflected in Lortie’s observation that “(s)chooling 
is long on prescription, short on description….although books and articles instructing 
teachers on how they should behave are legion, empirical studies of teaching work – 
and the outlook of those who staff the schools – remain rare” (1975: vii). 
Moreover, most local studies take a very pragmatic and policy-based approach which 
does not devote enough emphasis on the teachers’ perspectives on what they do and 
why they are doing so.  For example,  the study by the Singapore Teachers’ Union 
(1995)  on the “stress  management in  schools”  aims at  discovering how to enable 
teachers to handle stress more effectively while recommending the need of ‘building 
networks of school principals’, ‘school leadership’, ‘better communication’, ‘adapting 
to  changing norms’,  ‘classroom management’ and ‘review of  teachers’ workload’. 
More  importantly,  they  operate  upon  a  pre-conceived  and  clearly  conceptualised 
notion of what a ‘teacher’ is. In contrast, I did start the inquiry from the ground by 
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examining the very concept of what a teacher means from the perspective of those 
who occupy teaching positions. 
This  research  stresses  how the  notion  of  “teacher”  is  an  overloaded  terminology 
which encompasses a multitude of elements, one of which is the need to ensure that 
students successfully assimilate the relevant knowledge and skills which would enable 
them to adapt to the demands of society. Other than the direct delivery of technical 
skills and theoretical knowledge, a holistic notion of teaching also requires teachers to 
instil in students implicit skills such as learning how to learn and to be able to develop 
their interests and to sustain motivations. This involves not only the positive aspect of 
stirring  the  students’ interests  and  spurring  them  to  greater  heights,  but  it  also 
encompasses the problematic aspect of disciplining the students. Indeed, in a research 
conducted  by  the  Singapore  Teachers’ Union,  80%  of  the  respondents  felt  that 
“instead of parents, teachers are left to discipline their children” (1995:14). Finally 
teachers have to nurture and complete students’ developments in terms of character, 
skills, knowledge and values within a certain span of time and within the limits of the 
prescribed syllabus. In other words, teachers are faced with a variety of goals and 
outcomes  that  they  have  to  accomplish  within  a  particular  academic  year.  For 
instance,  teachers  have  to  ensure  that  students  not  only  know,  but  are  able  to 
demonstrate their acquired competency in the various subjects during the assessments 
(i.e. the mid-year exams, the final exams, etc). 
I have sought to elaborate upon the problematic conception of ‘teacher’ and pointed 
out that there are multiple meanings of what being a teacher is,  and under certain 
circumstances certain meanings take precedence over others. This malleability of the 
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teacher identity in selecting the meanings enables teachers to adopt a wide range of 
attitudes towards their work, and select the appropriate and most reasonable behaviour 
in the face of unsatisfactory outcomes. An apt illustration here would be the fact that 
while certain teachers perceive teaching as a “calling”, others choose to perceive it as 
a “job”, whereby the former hints of unrelenting devotion to bridge the learning gap, 
and the latter implies that you make sure you fulfil your part of the responsibility, 
such as preparing and delivering the lesson, and then “the rest (i.e. the learning) is up 
to the students”. However in both situations, teachers have to perform the conflicting 
roles  of  helping  the  students  to  improve  their  performance  yet  at  the  same time 
grading some of them down. In other words, although the ultimate aim of teachers is 
to ensure that all the students perform well academically, they are also the ones who 
mark some of the students down due to the grading system. Therefore, the role they 
play is  a  rather  ambiguous  one  that  appears  to  be  concerned  about  the  students’ 
welfare, but yet is limited by the fact that they have to sieve out and separate the good 
students from the bad ones. Therefore, it is evident that the juggling of the roles exerts 
stress  on  them,  and  in  the  following  passage  I  shall  review this  aspect  and  later 
elucidate the boundaries of this study. 
The Source of Stress: Teacher-Student Relationship
Blase (1997) had suggested several sources of stress, such as the “teacher-principal 
relationship”,  “teacher-teacher  relationship”,  “teacher-student  relationship”  and 
“teacher-parent  relationship”.  However  this  thesis  focuses  primarily  upon  the 
“teacher-student  relationship” due to two reasons:  the main motive is  because the 
“teacher-student  relationship”  effectively  delineates  the  teaching  occupation  from 
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other service-related occupations, which is reflected in Lortie’s comment that “it is 
widely conceded that core transactions of formal education take place where teachers 
and students meet” (1975: vii). Moreover my study wanted to have a more valuable 
contribution in terms of filling the knowledge gap as “few micropolitical studies have 
examined teachers’ relationships with students” (Blase, 1997: 959). 
I  have  argued that  the  teacher-student  relationship  is  unique in  the sense  that  the 
students are not “clients”,  and teachers do not strive to fulfil  whatever whims the 
students might have. Instead, they are charged with the dual tasks of defining what is 
good for the students and ensuring that  the students try to adhere to the standard 
through the use of alternative avenues other than formal authority, due to the latters’ 
limitations.  The  failings  of  formal  authority  lies  in  the  fact  that  students  are 
increasingly able to choose whether they want to acknowledge it or not; in the event 
that they reject the legitimacy of such authority, students are able to demonstrate their 
dissidence through the use or covert or overt resistance, which ranges from outright 
defiance to simply refusing to learn. 
Moreover,  as  teachers  become  more  reflexive  and  aware  of  formal  authority’s 
limitations,  they  are  able  to  source  out  other  means  to  counter  the  resistance. 
Therefore most of the teachers recognize that the mere position of a “teacher” is not 
convincing enough to warrant the co-operation, and they have to move beyond that. 
As my data shows, one possible way is to be ‘friend’ with the students. This is in 
tandem with Blase’s research on the high school teachers who “tended to develop a 
diplomatic political orientation towards students based on introspection, friendliness, 
and tactfulness.  This orientation allowed teachers to  balance two primary political 
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considerations: an inclination to be responsive to student’s individual needs and an 
inclination to protect themselves from the criticism and attack from student and their 
parents” (1997: 955).
More importantly,  students  usually are  conscripted into schools,  and this  coercive 
nature of schooling eventually poses a problematic situation for teachers as they are at 
the frontline of the conflict between individual students and the educational system. 
Additionally, rather than merely documenting the “micropolitics of teaching”, that is, 
how  teachers  use  formal  and  informal  powers  to  achieve  their  ends  in  school 
organizations”  (Blase,  1997:  939),  this  thesis  aims  additionally  to  understand  the 
limitations of formal power and attempt to analyze teachers’ acquisition of informal 
power.  Through an  examination  of  these  issues  I  hope  that  I  derived  a  plausible 
explanation for the existence of such ‘coping strategies’, and to understand how these 
responses were selected. 
The Fundamentals of Coping Strategies
More  crucially,  we  have  to  look  beyond  the  phenomenon itself  and  examine  the 
significance of the coping strategies for the teachers. Indeed, it can be suggested that 
coping strategies are a tool for teachers to address the unanticipated consequences of 
education  which  consist  of  contradictory  goals  and  means.  For  instance,  there  is 
always the ambiguity of whether the students’ academic success depends primarily on 
themselves or on the teachers. The common maxim of “it is all up to them” underlines 
the  limitations  that  teachers  face  in  trying  to  boost  the  students’  academic 
performance. Ultimately, it must be recognized that the coping strategies of teachers 
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are inextricably tied up with the contestation of  power  and authority between the 
teachers and their students. Indeed, the power relations between teachers and students 
are becoming increasingly problematic due to the curtail of the teachers’ symbolic 
power  to  mete  out  certain  physical  punishment  such  as  caning;  and the  fact  that 
students are getting more assertive regarding their rights. Indeed, these youngsters are 
being more aware of the various avenues allowing them to lodge their complaints. 
Thus, teachers are facing an increasing demanding situation where they have to utilise 
other means of manipulations. 
Rather than relying on the preconceived and naive notions about the coping capacities 
of  teachers  such  as  ‘they  are  able  to  control  the  students  because  they  have  the 
authority’, ‘teachers can get their work done by just having to stand and deliver’, etc, 
I sought to question the ‘taken-for-granted’ notions of teaching and to demonstrate in 
this research that formal authority does not get the teachers very far. Teaching entails 
much more than ‘stand and deliver’ simply because the teacher’s job does not merely 
depend only on how well the teacher delivers, but on how well the students perform. 
As Bloome and Willett pointed out:
“…what counts as teaching and learning is, in large part, determined 
through a political process: Political struggles occur between students 
to  define  what  is  happening  and  its  meaning,  and  who  will  have 
particular  rights,  responsibilities,  and  privileges”  (1991;  c.f.  Blase, 
1997: 955).
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Therefore the gaps between the delivery, assimilation and eventually the performance 
of the students create tensions in teaching, and the coping strategies are merely ways 
to reduce or to cope with such tensions. 
In other words, this work tries to illuminate the actualities of teaching and to capture 
the various tactics that teachers employ overtly or covertly to achieve their aims.  In 
addition, this research hopes to contribute to the “teacher work-life” literature (Blase, 
1997: 939) by adding more insights based on empirical evidence. It has been pointed 
out that “although some theoretical attention has been given to the political aspects of 
teachers’ work by feminists (Grumet, 1988; Lather, 1991) and critical theorists (e.g., 
Apple, 1986), little empirical work on the everyday micropolitics of teaching has been 
completed until recently”. Thus, this research aims to add to this body of knowledge, 
and hopefully can inspire further research in this area. 
Theoretical Framework
In this thesis, the main theoretical framework has been the “micropolitics of teaching” 
which 
“…highlights  the  fundamentals  of  human  behaviours  and  purpose. 
Micropolitics is about power and how people use it to influence and to 
protect themselves. It is about conflict and how people compete with 
each other  to  get  what  they want.  It  is  about  cooperation and how 
people  build  support  among themselves  to  achieve  their  ends.  It  is 
about  what  people  in  social  settings  think  about  and  have  strong 
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feelings  about,  but  what  is  so  often  unspoken  and  not  so  easily 
observed” (Blase, 1991: 1).
The suitability of this theoretical framework for this study lies in the fact that the 
focus of the micropolitics is on power and is relevant for analyzing the power struggle 
between teachers and students. Indeed, the classic definition of power by Weber refers 
to “the probability that once actor within a social relationship will be in a position to 
carry  out  his  (or  her)  will  despite  resistance”  (1947:152).  This  is  exceptionally 
relevant as this study focuses upon how teachers attempt to make students to come to 
a  compromise  and  follow  their  instructions  through  the  use  of  certain  coping 
techniques. In additional, Weber’s approach focuses upon conflicts among people, and 
in this study of coping strategies, the notion of conflict resolution is of paramount 
importance as coping strategies are conceived mainly to deal with the clashes that 
teachers face. Even if the conflict might not be amicably resolved, we saw that certain 
coping strategies will allow teachers to manage the shortfalls. 
However, the framework is imperfect simply because it merely presents a generalised, 
abstract idea about teaching work, but there is still a gap between the theoretical and 
empirical evidence. In other words, there is a need to refine the translation from the 
empirical to the theoretical level, and to fill in the details. Thus, I have endeavoured to 
build upon this framework of “micro-politics” and have sought to incorporate other 
theories which might be able to extend the practicality of its application. Moreover 
such a move is useful in illuminating the actual processes of this ‘micro-politics of 
teaching’. Hence, I have tried to integrate the three processes of “thinking”, “feeling” 
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and  “acting”  to  elaborate  upon  the  conception  of  the  coping  strategies.  Drawing 
inspiration on Pollard’s observation that 
“…‘good’ teaching is fundamentally manipulative, teachers strive to 
get students to internalize and pursue goals defined by teachers. Acting 
ability,  communication skills,  ability to  give  praise,  and other  such 
factors are associated with good teaching” (1985; Blase, 1991: 956) 
More  precisely,  I  attempted  to  relate  the  acting  ability  to  the  notion  of  the 
“presentation of the self” (Goffman, 1959), where teachers are trying to appeal to 
their students through their personality and their physical appearances. This is in tune 
with the fact that teachers are gradually moving away from “legal-rational authority” 
to another form of authority which is the “charismatic authority”. 
Finally, I also tried to synthesize the notion of “emotional labour” (Hochschild, 1983) 
with  the  theory  of  the  “micropolitics  of  teaching”  to  create  a  more  extensive 
theoretical framework which would fit the analysis more appropriately. Teachers are 
expected to exert great control over their emotions whether positive or negative. For 
instance, they have to be more enthusiastic and upbeat about their lessons so as to 
motivate the students. At the same time, some teachers have to be more stern and 
intimidating in order to get pupils’ attention. 
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The Sources of Resistance: External and Internal
Since much of the learning process is largely dependant upon the prior acquisition of 
certain attitudes, teachers usually have to devote a large amount of time to develop the 
pre-requisite mindset before the students learn. For example, teachers have to ensure 
that there is a certain level of discipline in the classroom so as to create a conducive 
environment for learning and to foster the students’ compliance to instructions. In 
addition,  teachers  face  the  motivational  challenge  while  trying  to  motivate  the 
students to aim for academic excellence. Moreover,  most  of the time the teaching 
work is often beset with obstacles and teachers have to contend with the less than 
satisfactory situations. Thus, they have to devise coping strategies that enable them to 
work the system, or to compromise the results. 
Coping strategies  are  mainly the  result  of  the  difficulty in  managing the  teacher-
student  relations  and  they  are  the  manifestations  of  the  personalization  and 
individualisation of services. Indeed there is an inherent tension in the need to bridge 
the  differences  between  the  bureaucratic  educational  system  and  the  individual 
students. Unlike other professions, teachers have to decide what is in the best interests 
of the students and then get them to acknowledge this fact. However, the problem is 
that  students  themselves  might  have  a  different  definition  of  their  interests.  For 
instance, while teachers perceive that certain aspects such as studies and character 
development should be the main priority of students, some students might be more 
inclined to devote themselves to other pursuits and agendas which are beyond the 
boundary of schooling. 
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Hence,  following from these observations,  I  conceptualise  that  teachers  faces  two 
distinct  kinds  of  resistance:  external  and  internal.  The  external  resistance  refers 
directly to the resistance that students display,  whether overtly or covertly.  An apt 
illustration would be the perceived problem of “unmotivated students”. In addition, 
teachers have to come to terms with another type of internalised resistance which 
relates to their own personal biography and experiences. Indeed, most of the teachers 
have undergone and survived the education system without major glitches, and they 
might  not  be  able  to  empathise  nor  understand  why their  students  cannot  simply 
follow their footsteps but have to stray. Thus, both these conceptualisations can be 
expressed in the over-arching framework of the “hidden transcripts” of teachers which 
encompass  the  coping  strategies  that  teachers  develop  to  counter  the  various 
resistances.
Data Analysis: What are the Coping Strategies?
I  have attempted to develop a comprehensive taxonomy by classifying the coping 
strategies into three categories, namely the thinking, feeling and acting ones. The first 
category  relates  to  the  concept  of  the  “rationalization  of  limitations”,  whereby 
teachers  develop a  certain sense of  reflexivity which enables  them to deduce and 
explain  why  their  efforts  might  not  pay  off.  The  significance  of  the  concept  of 
“rationalization of limitations” lies in establishing the correlation between the coping 
strategies  and the obstacles  that  teachers  face.  In  other  words,  instructors  tried to 
rationalize the challenges which they face and thus ease the pressures of failure. For 
instance,  teachers  stereotype  students  so  as  to  justify  their  expectations  of  the 
students.  Further,  the  dichotomy  between  the  ‘majority’  of  students  versus  the 
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‘minority’ of them enables the teachers to have a reasonable excuse to overcome the 
dilemma  of  what  Lortie  termed  “inclusive  teaching”  (1975:  115)   and  to  devote 
unequal effort on each group. Furthermore, the “rationalization of limitations” allows 
teachers to delineate their responsibility – and that they can only be accountable for 
the teaching and not the learning. Although they might try their best to improve their 
lesson plans and to include certain activities to draw the students’ interest, they are 
still only dealing with improving the teaching methodologies, not with the students’ 
learning capacities. 
This  rationalization  is  exceedingly  important  due  to  three  aspects.  Firstly,  by 
recognizing that  the presence  of  other  possible  factors  which interferes  with their 
work relieves their amount of responsibility and gives them some respite in times 
when their efforts yield little or no results. Teachers are able to see beyond the school 
and extract  explanations based upon the  students’ mental  attributes  such as  being 
‘slow-learners’ and  even  their  family  background,  and  modify  their  expectations 
accordingly to their findings. Secondly,  this rationality enables them  to choose the 
perspective  from  which  they  can  assess  the  problems.  For  instance,  when  their 
students are not performing up to their expectations, they can choose to fault their 
own teaching methods and modify it, or they might decide that their expectations of 
the students were unrealistic and thus lower it accordingly. Hence, it appears to allow 
teachers to exert some choice and thus to go on teaching despite these setbacks. In 
other words, it gives teachers the option to focus on the majority of students which 
behaves  appropriately  and  dismissed  the  rebelling  minority.  Lastly,  the 
“rationalization of limitations” enables teachers to acquire the “taste of necessity”, 
since teachers eventually adapt to these modifications and lower their expectations. 
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No doubt the teachers will still continue to try and better students’ results, but they do 
operate within a  realistic framework of what can be achieved and what cannot be 
done.
Ultimately, what the rationalization does is that it generates a “taste of necessity”, 
where teachers adapt to and ultimately conform to what is necessary. There are two 
aspects  to  the  “taste  of  necessity”:  firstly  the  teacher’s  determination  of  what  is 
necessary for the students such as the appropriate teaching methods; and secondly it 
entails the ability for the teachers to define, to a certain extent, the boundaries of their 
responsibility. Linked to this is the teacher’s emotional management of stress which 
essentially requires instructors to perform “emotional labor” as a pre-requisite to their 
teaching role. In fact, many of the respondents articulated the need to control their 
emotions so as to enable them to perform their job. For instance, other than displaying 
positive emotions such as friendliness, teachers also resort to showing a fierce front so 
as  to  intimidate  the  students  and to  assert  their  authority.  Subsequently,  the  third 
feature  of  acting involves  the  “presentation of  the  self”  (Goffman,  1959)  in  their 
work-life, and the data shows an interesting insight that teachers have to mind their 
own appearances so as to  enhance their  “charismatic  authority”  and to obtain the 
students’ co-operation. This aspect entails a range of actions such as improving on 
their appearances. 
Limitations of the study and Possible Applications 
One of the possible limitations of this study is that the scope of this research paper is 
restricted to the teacher-student relationship and does not delve into other kinds of 
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relationships which might impact upon the teachers and students. For instance, it must 
be  noted  that  the  students  often  rely  upon  their  parents  to  exert  pressure  on  the 
teachers, and without the sanction of parental intervention, students might not always 
be able to  gain the upper hand. In addition,  the teachers themselves count  on the 
Ministry of Education to sanction or undermine their power during power struggles. 
Therefore, a inclusive study would consider these aspects, and determine how each of 
these aspects affect the teachers’ coping strategies.
Another limitation of this research is that among the two major stakeholders, there is 
the lack of the students’ perspective since students were not included in the interview 
sample. This is due to the Ministry’s stance of protecting the students and thus I was 
not  allowed to speak to them officially.  However,  I  did interact  with them on an 
informal basis and gained a limited knowledge on how they perceived their teachers. 
Yet, despite these limitations, this particular research holds the possibility of further 
applications in several ways. Firstly this research highlights how teachers cannot rely 
exclusively on formal authority and have to be creatively manipulative in order to 
establish other bases of authority. Thus, the assessment criteria of whether a person is 
suitable to be a teacher might have to involve other considerations rather than the 
usual screening based on academic performance. Indeed, as Soh had noted, “(t)eacher 
educational institutions have traditionally,  and with good reason, relied very much 
though not entirely, on academic qualifications as a criterions for deciding who should 
get  admitted”  (1988:  1).  This  insight  is  significant  as  it  could  contribute  to  the 
reassessment  of  the  teacher  selection  process.  Moreover,  this  research  shows  the 
increasing importance of relationships rather than roles in defining what a teacher is, 
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hence the teacher training might consider how to equipped teachers with the relevant 
skills  to  establish  rapport  with  the  students.  Beyond  that,  there  could  be  a 
reassessment  of  the  school  curriculum to  incorporate  some time  for  teachers  and 
students to bond. Therefore, other than the emphasis upon selection based largely on 
academic achievements,  considered candidates could be assessed in terms of how 
capable  they  are  in  tapping  into  other  unconventional  sources  of  authority. 
Subsequently it is hoped that this research could contribute to the National Institute of 
Education vision of becoming a “world-class teacher training centre” (Channel News 
Asia, 20/07/2007) by stressing how more aspects have to be taken into consideration 
in respect to the assessment of the suitability of candidates and the type of training 
required. 
Secondly, this research also offers a plausible explanation for the difficulties in the 
teachers’ work-life, and to question the notion that ‘teachers knows best’. In fact, one 
point  of  contestation  between  teachers  and  students  lies  in  this  juncture  of  ‘who 
decides what is right for whom’. The problem is that the teacher’s power is contingent 
on  the  student’s  co-operation  and  acknowledgement.  Indeed,  we  call  for  a  more 
collaborative environment whereby teachers and students can negotiate and somewhat 
agree upon a common outcome. In fact, from the empirical data gathered, it is evident 
that teachers are already relying on such an approach. However, the main problem is 
that they are undertaking the negotiations individually and without much support from 
the educational system. Thirdly, this research also points to the difficulty in acquiring 
the  relevant  coping  strategies,  and  thus  poses  the  question  of  the  relevance  and 
effectiveness of the ‘class management’ programmes that teachers have to undertake. 
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Indeed,  is  it  possible  to  systematically  acquire  the  effective  coping  strategies, 
especially when it is highly contingent on the students?
In  addition,  this  research  could  be perceived as  another  stepping stone  to  inspire 
future  research.  This  thesis  merely  establishes  the  notion  that  teachers  are  using 
unconventional ways of overcoming the resistance of students and acquiring their co-
operation, however, there are other aspects than remains to be addressed. For instance, 
some questions which might spring off from this study is to what extent are teachers 
free to exercise their discretions and under what circumstances would the negotiations 
be the most effective? For instance would these negotiations work better if the schools 
have  more  stringent  regulations  or  less?  And  what  impact  would  the  individual 
teachers’ negotiations with students have upon their colleagues? 
Finally, this research could be perceived as another stepping stone to inspire future 
research.  This  thesis  merely  establishes  the  notion  that  teachers  are  using 
unconventional ways of overcoming the resistance of students and acquiring their co-
operation; there are still other aspects that remain to be addressed. For instance, some 
questions which might spring off from this study are to what extent are teachers free 
to exercise discretions and under what circumstances would the negotiations be the 
most effective? For instance, would these negotiations work better if the schools have 
more stringent regulations or less? And what impact would the individual teacher’s 
arrangements with students have upon other instructors?
In sum, the entire thesis aim to articulate the coping strategies of teachers via  an 
assessment of the techniques that they have developed – such as the “rationalization 
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of limitations”; acquiring the “taste of necessity”; the “emotional management” of 
stress and the “presentation of the self” – within the larger framework of the “micro-
politics of teaching”. The coping strategies of teachers are a very intriguing aspect of 
education, and a proper understanding of what goes on in schools has to take account 
of this element as well as the mechanisms of the micropolitics. Indeed, Blase had 
noted that “micropolitics are a fundamental dimension of life in schools, one that is 
central to work processes” (1997: 962). Moreover, this work is rather significant in 
the local context as it addresses one of the main concerns of the education system – 
that is the well-being of teachers and to understand how instructors seek to preserve 
their  well-being  despite  the  difficulties.  More  importantly,  this  work  attempts  to 
provide  a  comprehensive  and concise  depiction of  the  teachers’ work-life,  and to 
illuminate how teachers meet the demands. With a proper grasp of this feature, the 
education system would be in a better position to offer greater support and assistance 
for the betterment of the teachers.
(28,818 words)
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